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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
 
Documentary photography is built on assumptions of factual objectivity, 
and seeks to provide direct access to human experience and emotion.  
Throughout its long history it has become synonymous with the recording 
of social conflict and human misery.  However, it has also been criticised 
for exploiting, abusing and humiliating its subjects, as viewers often look 
at the downtrodden and their reality from a position of relative privilege 
and passivity.  My exhibition of photographs and photobook collectively 
titled Other People’s Lives, and supported by the accompanying exegesis, 
challenge traditional documentary photography and propose a more 
ethical approach.  The works are the result of fieldwork-based 
photographic practice involving people living in small towns in decline in 
Australia.  My methodology examines whether collaboration and 
introducing notions of trade and exchange into the photographic 
encounter can respond to the inherent potential for exploitation, abuse 
and humiliation in documentary, whilst still maintaining its ability to 
capture the reality of those people living in towns in decline.  The medium 
of the photobook, combining text and image, allows for a deeper 
exploration of subjects and their surrounds, whilst the exegesis, through 
two key case studies - Richard Avedon’s In The American West and 
Walker Evans and James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men - 
examines the relationships between subjects and photographers, including 
the impact of making payments to subjects, the effect of celebrity and the 
idea of trade and exchange in the photographic encounter.  The research 
project references critiques of photographic practice by Ariella Azoulay, 
Susan Sontag, Roland Barthes and John Berger, as well as reflecting on 
work by a selection of contemporary documentary photographers that 
relates to the development of the methodology and aesthetic in the 
research project. 
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Introduction 
 
 
When people think of the camera in journalism they think of 
it as a reporter – the best of reporters: the most accurate of 
reporters: the most convincing of reporters. … A photographer has 
his style as an essayist has his.  He will select his subjects with 
equal individuality.  He will present them with equal manner.1 
 
I approach people, chat and spend time with them, sometimes making 
photographs, sometimes not.  I build a relationship and photograph them 
and their personal space, hoping to show their situation in a series of 
photographic images.  It is a delicate dance; they know I am 
photographing them because they are different, and I know I am 
photographing them because people will be interested in this difference.  I 
want to show that they are generous and trusted me enough to allow me 
into their space, and I hope to treat them with the respect and dignity 
they deserve.  When I engage with them I am acutely aware of the 
history of documentary photographers knowingly using subjects for their 
gain – exploiting, or opening people up to ridicule and humiliation under 
the guise of social documentary.  In making my own body of work I have 
shared stories, meals, beers, cups of tea, instant coffee, bits of music and 
threads of their history.  I have worked collaboratively with my subjects to 
                                                
1
This quote is credited to the then Editor of Life Magazine, Henry Robinson Luce in the introduction to ‘The Camera as 
Essayist’, introducing Albert Eisenstaedt’s photo essay ‘Vassar’.  Pg. 60-61 Life 2, no. 17 (April 26, 1937) cited, Brett Abbott, 
Pg. 2, Engaged Observers: Documentary Photography since the Sixties. J. Paul Getty Museum, Getty Publications, Los Angeles, 
2010. 
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reduce the potential for exploitation.  I have been physically threatened in 
some places, and had feelings of total unease in many others.  During this 
research project I have dealt with my own anxieties and fears of the 
unknown and of how to best portray what I see before me.  Overall I have 
been met with great hospitality, even if not always the greatest 
conditions, and hopefully I have given at least a little back of what people 
have given to me.   
 
As an undergraduate student in 2011, I found a piece of writing by John 
Berger, in About Looking2 (1980), that said photographic images can 
capture information and evidence, in a manner somewhat similar to 
capturing a memory.  Berger stated that the photograph can achieve this 
by presenting “what was and what is”3 all at once; that the image goes 
beyond a mere record, and provides a context, drawing on our own 
experience and social memory to enable us to come to an understanding 
of what is being presented.4  As an extension of this photographic theory, 
in The Civil Contract of Photography5 (2008), Ariella Azoulay argues that 
every photograph bears the traces of the encounter between the 
photographer and the photographed and that this adds to the context and 
the evidence of the event occurring.  Azoulay – and writers Susan Sontag 
and Roland Barthes - go much further in unpacking of the role of 
documentary photography and the encounter.6  They discuss at length the 
history of what they see as a traditionally exploitative relationship 
                                                2	John	Berger,	About	Looking,	Writers	and	Readers	Publishing,	London,	1980.	3	John	Berger,	from	‘Uses	of	Photography’	chapter	in	About	Looking,	Writers	and	Readers	Publishing,	London,	1980.	4	ibid	
5 Ariella	Azoulay,	The	Civil	Contract	of	Photography,	Zone	Books,	New	York,	2008.	6	Susan	Sontag,	On	Photography,	New	York,	USA	Picador,	1976.	And,	Roland	Barthes.	Camera	Lucida:	Reflections	on	
Photography.	First	Published	1982	in	Great	Britain	by	Jonathon	Cape.		New	Edition	by	Vintage,	London,	England,	2000.	
	 12	
between photographer and subject in documentary photography, whereby 
photographers get what they need (images to accompany a story), often 
with little regard for their subjects.  Taking Azoulay’s criticism of 
documentary photographers on board, and as a practicing photographer, I 
wanted to discover for myself whether the length of time spent with a 
subject in an encounter added to or detracted from the resulting work and 
the level of exploitation perceived by subjects.  I expected this perception 
of exploitation to be incredibly difficult to quantify but hypothesised that it 
at the very least it would require them to have a say in the images made, 
and to enable them to see and make comment on the final work.  I 
continued to question traditional documentary photography practice and 
proposed to lengthen Azoulay’s notion of the photographic encounter 
through repeat visits, hoping to test whether this process showed more or 
less of the reality of a subject’s situation.  
 
Berger’s notion of photographs having the potential to capture memory, 
made me think of all those times when I have sat silently, pawing through 
old family albums or perusing photo books in a library, and just like 
Barthes, Hirsch and others7 have been, instantly transported back to the 
moment they were made; imagining the noises, the smells, the weather 
and the people contained in the images.  It also made me think about the 
potential for photographs to create false memories, or alternate readings, 
if the context was removed or if the subject of the image was unknown to 
the viewer.  How much reality can one get from an image? What readings 
                                                
7 Roland	Barthes.	Camera	Lucida:	Reflections	on	Photography.	First	Published	1982	in	Great	Britain	by	Jonathon	Cape.		New	Edition	by	Vintage,	London,	England,	2000.	And,	Marianne	Hirsch.	Family	Frames:	Photography,	Narrative,	and	
Postmemory.	Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	Press,	1997.	 
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do we take from the image below (Fig. i.) based on what we have 
previously experienced in our own lives? 
 
 
Fig. i. Hardy Lohse, Jeff Yard (ii), Murrayville, 2015. Digital Print, dimensions variable. 
 
Do we see a kind old man content in his surroundings or a bitter old man 
hardened by a difficult life of failure?  And how much of readings such as 
these are based on our own experiences, or on recounts of experience 
from our parents and grandparents?  How do we know that the image is 
‘true’?  What influence does the photographer have in the reading of an 
image?  Continuing this line of investigation, I thought back to Azoulay’s 
criticism of documentary photography and wondered about the 
photographer’s role in the images I loved and so often returned to.  Her 
view of the photographer as someone out to exploit the subject for their 
own gain came from an area of truth, and yet it felt offensive and 
disparaging towards my practice, which comes from a long tradition of 
documentary photography.  This notion of photography as an exploitative 
process sat there and nagged at me as an unresolved challenge.  Surely 
	 14	
(documentary) photographers could operate in a less exploitative way, 
working with their subjects (where possible) in a kind of exchange to 
tell/show a story?  And surely this new methodology wouldn’t be so hard 
to undertake?  What could be so difficult about producing documentary 
photography work that was informed by the subject(s), edited with the 
subject(s) and agreed to by the subject(s) in a participatory way?  And 
why couldn’t a photographer develop a sense of exchange in the 
encounter between themselves and their subject(s)?  It couldn’t be too 
much of a leap of faith to take Berger’s notion of producing images that 
show the viewer what has come before, what is happening, and what may 
occur in the future, while at the same time resolving Azoulay, Barthes and 
Sontag’s criticisms of traditional documentary photography practice, could 
it?  
 
From my previous experience I understood that proposing to involve the 
subject could add unnecessary steps to an already time-consuming 
practice.  I was aware that the end result – pictures on the wall – may 
look the same as if they were made in a more traditional and exploitative 
manner, but I wanted to take the risk and see if I could get further into 
the lives of others.  I was also acutely aware of the risk of losing, or 
rather, not being able to use, images that I really loved if the subject felt 
they didn’t represent them fairly, or in a way that added to their story and 
situation.  The more I wrestled with the potential shortcomings of my 
proposed methodology, the more important I felt it was to involve my 
subjects as much as possible in every stage of the research project.   
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There were immediate difficulties in my proposed methodology; starting 
the process with full disclosure meant difficulties in recruiting subjects.  I 
chose to work with people in small towns in decline, initially as I had 
envisaged a broad social documentary project about the changing roles of 
small towns in Australia, especially those in decline.  This was also a 
means of setting myself a logistical parameter, and perhaps more 
importantly, I imagined I would be working with people who were less 
likely to want to be involved in a revealing and possibly intrusive 
documentary project than those from towns that traded on tourism.8   
 
I was drawn to those living in small towns in decline because it is a life 
that I have not lived.  When conducting the initial research the statistics9 
painted a very bleak picture of what contemporary life might look like 
since the surrounding, and once life-supporting industries, had shrunk and 
eventually all but shrivelled and died.  At the start of last century, around 
30% of working males and 10% of working females, a total of 23.4% of 
the entire population, were employed in industries related to agriculture.  
The level of decline only began to fully register when I discovered that in 
1998 the total employed in agriculture related industries accounted for 
just 4.4% of the working population.  The grim statistics aren’t solely 
limited to the numbers employed; currently the median age for people 
working in agriculture is 44, compared to 38 years of age for all other 
                                                8	Although	this	is	only	based	on	my	own	experience,	I	found	this	to	be	true	of	visiting	larger	towns	whose	primary	industry	was	tourism	–	Lightning	Ridge	and	Broken	Hill	are	but	two	examples.	9	John	Pollard,	A	Hundred	Years	Of	Agriculture.		Excerpt	taken	from	1301.0	-	Year	Book	Australia,	2000	and	cited,	http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/94713ad445ff1425ca25682000192af2/3852d05cd2263db5ca2569de0026c588!OpenDocumentt		accessed	24/10/2014	
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occupations.  Not only are the towns dependent on the industries dying 
out, but the people living and working in them are too.   
 
There are several reasons for the decline, with changes in farming practice 
being the major contributor.10  However, combine newly mechanised 
farming practices with an unreliable climate, a fickle domestic market that 
was expected to operate without government assistance, add in a highly 
volatile international market and it’s not hard to see the potential for 
disaster.  Australia has long been said to have ridden on the sheep’s back, 
and at the start of the 20th century this was a truism, wool and mutton 
drove the market, and wheat and beef came in a close second.  In the 
1920s wool continued to dominate, as it did through to the end of WWII 
as demand for woollen military uniforms pushed the rapid growth of the 
industry.  Post WWII and the wool market slumped.  The Australian 
government opted to stockpile huge quantities of excess wool in order to 
keep the domestic market afloat.  The following decades were wracked by 
drought, and Australia’s agricultural industries went from accounting for 
15-20% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in the 50s, to around 3% of 
GDP by the mid 90s.  And the reading doesn’t get any brighter when 
looking at total exports over the same time period.  Despite markets 
opening up, agriculture related exports went from a peak of 75% to less 
than 28% by the end of the century.  If nothing else, the research I 
conducted gave me a solid understanding of the situation I was going in 
to and I had found a target group with every right to feel hard done by 
                                                10	John	Pollard,	A	Hundred	Years	Of	Agriculture.		Excerpt	taken	from	1301.0	-	Year	Book	Australia,	2000	and	cited,	http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/94713ad445ff1425ca25682000192af2/3852d05cd2263db5ca2569de0026c588!OpenDocumentt		accessed	24/10/2014	
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and likely to be hesitant about involvement in a project dreamed up by an 
outsider.11 
 
People in small towns (and probably everywhere in Australia for that 
matter) are suspicious of strangers with cameras.  Those I approached 
knew instantly what they could be getting into. I was up against their 
knowledge of documentary photography and journalistic practices, which 
in their mind meant they were likely to be taken advantage of and 
exploited for the purposes of a story, for the gains of the photographer or 
writer.12  As Susan Sontag was already claiming back in 1976 in On 
Photography,13 the general public has long been exposed to photography 
“gazing on other people’s reality” and are therefore very aware of how 
their image can be edited to portray the needs and wants of the maker; 
Sontag’s sentiments translate to now through reality TV, magazine 
articles, the contemporary photobook and social media.14  I needed a way 
in, something to offer in return for participation that wouldn’t change the 
relationship of photographer and subject the way payment of a fee might.  
The process of agreeing to the project (or rather of convincing subjects) 
always began with an informal conversation and in sounding each other 
out.  It took time to build a relationship and to understand what each 
subject wanted from the transaction.  Usually the subjects expected I was 
                                                11	Information	for	this	paragraph	is	taken	from	John	Pollard’s,	A	Hundred	Years	Of	Agriculture.		Excerpt	taken	from	1301.0	-	Year	Book	Australia,	2000	and	cited,	http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/94713ad445ff1425ca25682000192af2/3852d05cd2263db5ca2569de0026c588!OpenDocument	accessed	24/10/2014	and	Geoffrey	Blainey’s.	The	Tyranny	of	Distance:	How	Distance	Shaped	
Australia's	History.	Melbourne,	Macmillan,	1968.	12	Mary	Ellen	Mark	echoes	this	sentiment	in	her	presentation	for	the	Smithsonian	American	Art	Museum,	streamed	live	5th	November	2013,		In	the	presentation,	Mark	discusses	how	in	today’s	environment	many	of	her	projects	(completed	in	the	70s	and	80s)	would	not	be	possible	due	to	the	growing	awareness	of	photography,	its	ease	of	dissemination	and	related	impact.	Cited	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mwtw_YYv99Q&t=3633s,	accessed	16/10/2016	13	Susan	Sontag,	On	Photography,	New	York,	USA	Picador,	1976.	14	Susan	Sontag,	Pg.	55	of	On	Photography,	New	York,	USA	Picador,	1976,		
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there to get a smiling photo that they could also send to family or that I 
wanted a particular type of character – an ‘outlier’ of the community.  It 
was a slow process working with people until we understood each other’s 
roles. 
 
Bill Nichols discusses this expectation of role in his book Introduction to 
Documentary15 (2010), as the role real people, as opposed to paid actors, 
play in documentaries.  He argues that those involved play or present a 
version of themselves; allowing the individual to reveal more or less of 
themselves to (suit the needs of) the artist/filmmaker:16  
 
 Their value resides not in the ways to which they disguise or 
transform their everyday behaviour and personality, but in the 
ways in which their everyday behaviour and personality serve the 
needs of the filmmaker [or in my case, the photographer].17 
 
I felt there could be real reward in having the subject shape their 
behaviour to suit my needs and in knowing the final purpose of the 
project.  However, there was also a real risk of them being very guarded 
due to their expectation of how they would be shown, or perhaps, how 
they would like to be shown.  My experience with Sue Budworth-West 
when I was conducting fieldwork in Gulargambone echoes this.  When I 
first met Sue she told me she was reluctant to be photographed or 
                                                15	Bill	Nichols,	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)	16	Bill	Nichols,	Chapter	1,	pages	8	&	9.	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)		17	Bill	Nichols,	Chapter	2,	Pg.	46,	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition).		
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recorded in any way.  However, on a return visit I showed her a draft of 
my images and text18 and her response was beyond what I could have 
imagined – what I had recorded met her expectations and portrayed her 
exactly as she wished to be shown.  But were these images a truthful 
portrayal, or merely a portrayal of how she wanted to be shown?  And 
how would I know one way or the other?  This aspect of my methodology 
raised further questions in terms of truth in the documentary process and 
led me to investigate re-enacted or reconstructed (imagined) 
documentaries – documentary work based on actual events with real 
people (not actors).  In this mode of making, actual events are re-
created/re-constructed for the camera, or real people are used but a 
narrative is built by the process of omission (only including those people 
or those moments that serve to further the ideas of the photographer).19  
These aspects of making balance precariously on the edge of documentary 
and fiction, and I questioned whether this methodology was something I 
could or should consider; was it truthful to the documentary oeuvre?  I 
needed time to work through this particular issue and will return to it later 
in the exegesis. 
 
By having full disclosure of the research project’s aims upfront, subjects 
not only knew what was expected of them, but also allowed me to build 
relationships and observe, and then photograph.  Not photographing 
immediately and not even having a camera with me served a number of 
purposes.  My subjects saw that I was interested in them and their 
situation, not just in an image of them.  I had time to reflect on what it 
                                                18	Please	see	the	chapter,	Sue	Budworth-West,	Gulargambone,	in	Other	People’s	Lives,	2016.	(Self-Published)	19	Bill	Nichols,	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)	
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was about their space/environment/home (the encounter) that stuck with 
me and that ultimately gave me much more intimate images.20  There 
were real benefits to being a photographer without a camera.  This slower 
process, the camera-less introduction to documentary photography, 
enabled the subjects and I to fulfil the roles of the subject and the 
photographer.  Contemporary American documentary photographer, Kirk 
Crippens, revealed to me in conversation that he often meets and talks 
with his potential subjects over several different meetings before 
photographing them and their environments.21  Correspondence with 
Anthony Luvera, an Australian artist, writer and educator based in 
London, illuminates this slow process as well.  He explained that he often 
works with “each participant … on at least four separate meetings over six 
to eight weeks”22 for his Assisted Self-Portrait Series (2002–ongoing): 
 
Each Assisted Self-Portrait is the trace of a process that 
aimed to blur distinctions between the subject, and myself as the 
‘photographer’, during the photographic sitting. Investing in the 
participant a more active role in the creation of their portrait 
representation, than is usually offered in a traditional 
photographer-subject relationship. In doing so the 
participant/subject became a co-creator of the image, and I, as the 
photographer, acted as a facilitator and technical advisor.23 
 
                                                20	Please	see	the	chapter,	Oliver	Chojnacki,	Stockinbingal,	in	Other	People’s	Lives,	2016.	(Self-Published).	21	This	information	was	gathered	during	conversation	with	Mr	Crippens	during	my	fieldwork	visit	to	the	US	in	2015,	see	http://www.kirkcrippens.com/gallery.html?gallery=Mary+Elizabeth+Moves&folio=Portfolios&vimeoUserID=&vimeoAlbumID=	accessed	11/11/15,	for	final	images	resulting	from	this	methodology	22	Anthony	Luvera,	cited	http://www.luvera.com/photographs-and-assisted-self-portraits/	and	accessed	11/11/2015	23	Anthony	Luvera,	cited	http://www.luvera.com/photographs-and-assisted-self-portraits/	and	accessed	11/11/2015		
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Brett Abbott, in the introductory essay of Engaged Observers: 
Documentary Photography since the Sixties2425 (2010), raises exploitation 
of subjects and performance for the photographer as issues documentary 
photographers continue to face, with many adopting strategies of ‘hanging 
out’ with subjects in order to build a trusting relationship, or where 
possible, getting subjects to sign model releases and ensuring they are 
complicit in the documentary project.26  When dealing with performance, 
Abbott mentions James Nachtwey’s understanding, that he believes “his 
subjects want their plight to be transcribed and communicated through 
him.”27 
 
I was finding evidence in others’ practices that supported my manner of 
working.  I was hoping to blur the lines and change the role traditionally 
offered in the subject/photographer relationship; by working with my 
subjects to inform the images made and those ultimately selected for final 
presentation, I anticipated I would reduce the potential for exploitation 
and abuse. 
 
Earlier I mentioned imagined documentary as a potential methodology, 
and Richard Avedon’s In The American West28 is a case in point.  It was a 
project that I find fascinating.  It is based on the maker’s imagined idea of 
what the American west looks like; a fictional work based on his concept 
                                                24	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	USA,	2010.	25	The	book	was	published	on	the	occasion	of	the	exhibition	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	
Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Los	Angeles,	USA,	June	29-November	14,	2010.	26	Brett	Abbott,	Pg.	29,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	27	Brett	Abbott,	Pg.	29,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	28	Richard	Avedon,	In	the	American	West.	Abrams,	New	York,	1985	
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of the American west.  Nonetheless it is a work based on an existing 
reality carefully selected by the photographer involving real people and 
real situations.  Avedon documented the people of the American west, but 
only chose those who fulfilled his idea of what the American west was to 
him (see figure ii. below).  The more I understood of this process, the 
more I wondered, whether this careful selection of subjects was a 
potential avenue to pursue, or whether it was something totally against 
my idea of showing the ‘reality’ of people living in small towns in decline 
in Australia?   
 
 
Fig. ii. Richard Avedon, Blue Cloud Wright, slaughterhouse worker. Omaha, Nebraska, 1979 
 
One could argue that all documentary work, being a process of shot 
selection and editing by the maker, is the maker’s imagining, or the 
maker’s interpretation of an event having occurred.  And yet, as I 
continued my investigations into documentary theory I was continually 
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faced with difficulties about how I would reconcile these processes of truth 
and reconstruction in my own research.  Would reconstruction be an 
important part of my process?  Wasn’t I setting out to remove exploitative 
approaches from traditional documentary methodology?  Wasn’t the 
research to be about including the subject in the documentary process 
according to notions of trade and exchange rather than the notions of 
truth and reality versus re-created and imagined reality?  Wasn’t this to 
be about countering Azoulay’s argument of the traditionally exploitative 
role of documentary photography?  Surely my proposed photographic 
practice would, according to Azoulay’s criteria, still bear the traces of the 
encounter between photographer and photographed, and yet move 
beyond an exploitative position to one that involved working with subjects 
inclusively and collaboratively, free of the potential for abuse, exploitation 
and humiliation.  
 
Findings in the first year and a half were that the two aspects were 
intimately related.  Involving the subjects in every step meant they were 
aware of the process and might shape or change the behaviour to meet 
my needs (or what they assumed my needs would be), but it also meant 
they were more likely to feel they had some control, some agency, over 
their presentation, and as an end result, felt less exploited.  Early on I 
resolved that working through these problems would enhance my process, 
rather than distract from it.  And maybe there would be something to 
learn in the process of removing or combining my perception of the 
subject’s reality with their own perception of their reality.  This was to be 
about trade and exchange and the trace of the photographic encounter 
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and improving the methodological practice of documentary photographers 
and their subjects, not about a perception of honest documentary versus 
re-created documentary.  Documentary photography has associations with 
objectivity and fact, but also with human experience and emotion.  It can 
shine a light on living conditions, on social misery or joy, arouse feelings 
of compassion or sentimentality and it can serve to educate. 29  But it can 
also be used to sway arguments, or taken out of its original context, tell a 
different story to the one the photographer intended and open subjects up 
to levels of abuse and exploitation they could not have foreseen.  In my 
own project I was aiming to allow others to see into the lives of people in 
small towns in decline in Australia, lives we wouldn’t normally get to see.  
The people and their environment were real and this was what I was 
documenting.  All I had to do was work in a way that removed or at least 
reduced, the potential for abuse, exploitation and humiliation. 
 
This exegesis elaborates on my research and working process over the 
past 3 years.  Chapter 1 explores whether it is possible for documentary 
photographers to work in a non-exploitative manner and asks whether 
documentary photography can show the reality of living in small towns in 
decline.  In this chapter I also discuss my process of refining the topic and 
the research parameters, and present a selection of relevant historical 
work, identifying where my project sits in the world of documentary 
photography practice.   
 
                                                29	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	
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Chapters 2 and 3 expand upon documentary photography’s methodology 
and the trade/exchange that occurs during the encounter between subject 
and photographer, using as case studies Richard Avedon’s In The 
American West, and Walker Evans and James Agee’s project, Let Us Now 
Praise Famous Men.  I discuss the differences in recruiting and selecting 
subjects for the respective projects, as well as outlining what exchange, if 
any, was offered or made in the making of these seminal projects.  In 
investigating Avedon’s practice, I also explore the role of celebrity in the 
encounter and exchange between subject and photographer, as there is 
no doubt that Avedon’s reputation impacted on the recruitment process.30   
 
Chapter 4 examines how my methodology led to the development of an 
aesthetic, as well as the reasons for inclusion and exclusion of certain 
images and subjects.  In this chapter I debate the perception of 
seriousness as it relates to camera choice, and consider a range of 
methodological, aesthetic and practical decisions associated with camera 
choice.  I investigate a further (albeit limited) selection of documentary 
practice, exploring and comparing my methodology, aesthetic and process 
with previous work on small towns in decline.31  The chapter also presents 
a case for the series of works I regard as successful, and give reasons for 
a selection of work that didn’t make the final exhibition.  Through the 
writings of Martin Parr, Gerry Badger and Brett Abbott on the photobook 
and documentary photography, I present my investigations into the use of 
                                                30	In	conversation	with	Laura	Wilson	(Avedon’s	assistant,	on	Tuesday	5th	of	May	2015),	she	revealed	that	when	the	subject	was	reluctant	to	proceed,	Avedon’s	celebrity	status	was	often	mentioned	or	a	magazine	featuring	either	him	or	his	work	was	brought	out	to	show	the	subject.	31	I	draw	on	the	works	of	Australian	and	international	artists	such	as,	Jeff	Carter,	Trent	Parke	and	Gerrit	Fokkema	(Australians)	and,	Stephen	Shore,	William	Eggleston,	Alec	Soth	and	Tobias	Zielony	(international),	amongst	others.		
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image and text as it relates to the appropriate reading of the photographic 
images I produced.  
 
Finally, Chapter 5 presents my findings on developing documentary 
photography methodology to reduce the potential for exploitation.  I also 
examine my methodology as it pertains to trade and exchange in the 
photographic encounter, showing that with greater disclosure and 
inclusivity what is traditionally thought of as an exploitative process can 
operate ethically to present a deeper, richer reality when looking at the 
lives of other people.  I also use this chapter to discuss an unexpected 
finding, the potential for even greater exploitation to occur once a trusting 
relationship has been established with a subject.   
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Chapter 1 - Origins Of A Documentary 
 
 
The origins for my concerns in my PhD research began a few years ago 
when I needed to be in Adelaide for a bike race.  I decided to drive from 
Sydney to Adelaide via the smaller B roads and see what there was out in 
the ‘Australian bush’.32  The trip gave me an opportunity to explore the 
myth built by Australian poets, filmmakers and musicians.33  I stopped in 
a few of the little towns along the way, they all seemed to have the same 
set of conveniences: a war memorial, a cracked tennis court filled with 
weeds and, a dilapidated public toilet.  Some still had a shop or two open, 
most didn’t.  Each place seemed to have evidence of a purpose, either as 
service town for nearby farms or industry, or as a stop-off point between 
two places that was once a day trip, that became a half day, that became 
an hour or so as cars and roads improved.  Most of the residents I came 
across were old.  There was a distinct lack of young people around.  Even 
the itinerant workers were old.  The people I met were reserved, yet 
curious as to why I was there.  Some were happy to talk; others were 
clearly not.  It was in the western Victorian town of Murrayville, about an 
hour from the South Australian border, that I first met Jeff.  He told me 
his wife had just died, but that “it was OK, he had a new wife…” only, 
“…she was ‘a bit dark,’” with a casual racism pervading each of his 
sentences.  He recounted how he came to be in a place like Murrayville 
                                                32	In	this	instance,	the	‘Australian	Bush’	refers	to	anything	west	of	the	Great	Dividing	Range	33	Here	I	am	broadly	referring	to	movies	such	as	Mad	Max,	the	poetry	of	Henry	Lawson	and	even	the	music	of	Paul	Kelly	and	Nick	Cave.	
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and more about his life.  With great sadness, and evidently a still 
unresolved sense of loss, he told me about his brother who had died as a 
prisoner of war in Burma in World War II, about trying to work the land 
and failing due to drought, and then turning his father’s general store into 
a service station as cars became more commonplace.  We spent time 
chatting, him asking me questions, me asking him questions.  An 
exchange was taking place.  I asked if I could photograph him in return 
(in a kind of trade) for sending a print back.  He agreed.  He gave me his 
address and I continued on my way towards Adelaide.  In the early stages 
of my research I continued to reflect on my encounter with Jeff Yard, 
leading me to investigate the lives of others living in small towns in 
decline.  Their stories and their lives needed to be recorded in some way, 
and I wanted to know if documentary photography could really show what 
it is like to live in contemporary rural Australia.  How much would my 
interactions with the subjects during these encounters add or detract from 
the images made?  How would I present the work, and what would be the 
best format?  My experience with Jeff Yard and the trade and exchange 
that occurred was the seed for my PhD. 
 
THE THINNESS OF NOSTALGIA 
Undertaking a project like this immediately conjures up thoughts of what 
once was and it is hard to stop sentimentality taking over.  Towns that 
once seemed assured of survival, but due to changes in farming practice, 
infrastructure, climate or transport routes, now lay dying.  I wanted to be 
careful and to avoid over-sentimentalising the subject – to avoid a sense 
of nostalgia overtaking the work.  As Edmund De Waal struggles with in 
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the preface of The Hare With Amber Eyes, nostalgia comes across as thin, 
and I am not interested in thin.34  I wanted my doctoral project to have 
depth, to show people and their situations as they are, not as they were.  
The book Beyond Reasonable Drought35 (2009), deals with a similar 
subject matter to mine – looking at people and their environments in rural 
and regional Australia but continually reflecting back to a better time, 
when the grass was greener and the dams were full and life was easier – 
and draws heavily on nostalgia:   
 
The people of ‘the bush’ are thought of as stoic and hardy, 
shaped by harsh conditions over generations. Their perceived 
strength and tenacity are broadly accepted as being part of our 
national character.36 
 
Beyond Reasonable Drought uses images of the land and the people that 
borrow heavily from the imagery and language Australians are familiar 
with thanks to poetry of the 19th century, clichéd Australiana and the 
1950s and 1960s photography of those such as Jeff Carter and John 
Heyer.37   
                                                34	Edmund	De	Waal,	The	Hare	With	Amber	Eyes,	Vintage,	London,	2011	(First	published	by	Chatto	&	Windus,	Great	Britain,	2010).	35	Many	Australian	Photographers	Group	(MAP),	Beyond	Reasonable	Drought:	Photographs	of	a	Changing	Land	and	its	
People,	Five	Mile	Press,	Scoresby,	Victoria,	Australia,	2009.	36	Excerpt	taken	from	http://brd.moadoph.gov.au/about.html	accessed	11/11/2015		37	For	examples	of	photography	discussed,	please	refer	to	The	Back	of	Beyond,	Directed	by	John	Heyer.	Shell	Film	Unit	Australia,	(66	minutes),	1954;	Jeff	Carter,	Outback	In	Focus,	Rigby	Limited,	Sydney,	Australia,	First	Published	1968;	Inland	
Heart:	The	Photography	of	Jeff	Carter.	Directed	by	Catherine	Hunter.	26	minutes,	Catherine	Hunter	Productions	Pty	Ltd	2011.	
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Fig. iii. Peter Eve, Near Bourke, taken from the book by Many Australian Photographers Group (MAP), 
Beyond Reasonable Drought: Photographs of a Changing Land and its People, 2009. 
 
 
 
Fig. iv. Jeff Carter, Droving, taken from the book Outback In Focus, First Published 1968. 
 
In contrast, my work was to be about the ‘now’, the contemporary 
situation.  And even though I would be dealing with memory and traces of 
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what was, my project wasn’t necessarily going to be about the stoicism of 
people in the bush, it was going to be about the reality of their situation. 
 
I trawled through collections of Australian documentaries made since the 
1950s, comprising both film and still photography, and read through 
Australia’s agricultural and economic history to get a solid understanding 
of the context in which I was working, hoping to narrow my scope in the 
process.38  I came up with yet more questions and modes of practice to 
explore and resolve:  How would I select towns?  What would the criteria 
be for choosing one location over another?  Should I choose places with a 
similar economic history?  How much of a cross-section of industry should 
I provide?  Was industry type or environment or geography more crucial 
to the survival, or rather, to the prosperity of the town than another?  
Would one town, as Dennis O’Rourke39 suggested in interviews following 
his documentary CUNNAMULLA40 (2000), be representative of just about 
all small Australian towns?  If this was the case, could the project be more 
about individuals rather than the towns as a whole, particularly given that 
the location, beyond it being regional and in decline, would serve as 
merely a parameter to work within?  How would I do justice to such an 
enormous topic?  And how would I go about recruiting and convincing 
people to be involved?   
                                                
38 Briefly, examples include Dennis O’Rourke, CUNNAMULLA, Film Australia and Camerawork Limited. Duration/format: 82 
minutes television/video, 86 mins. 35mm. 2000; Gerrit Fokkema. Wilcannia : portrait of an Australian town, 1986: The Back of 
Beyond, Directed by John Heyer. Shell Film Unit Australia, (66 minutes), 1954; Inland Heart: The Photography of Jeff Carter. 
Directed by Catherine Hunter. 26 minutes, Catherine Hunter Productions Pty Ltd 2011; Extract Article by John Pollard on 
Australian Agricultural History, taken from: McLennan, W. Year book Australia 2000. Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2000; John Pollard, A Hundred Years Of Agriculture.  Excerpt taken from 1301.0 - Year Book Australia, 2000 and cited, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/94713ad445ff1425ca25682000192af2/3852d05cd2263db5ca2569de0026c588!OpenDo
cument accessed 24/10/2014; see bibliography for full list	39	Interview	with	Dennis	O’Rourke	by	Ruth	Cullen,	excerpt	from	CUNNAMULLA	–	Press	Kit	2000	40	Dennis	O’Rourke,	CUNNAMULLA,	Film	Australia	and	Camerawork	Limited.	Duration/format:	82	minutes	television/video,	86	mins.	35mm.	2000	
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As I dove headfirst into researching the issues earlier documentary 
photographers faced around recruitment, I could see a catch-22 situation 
arising.  Early reading, in particular the key text by Bill Nichols,41 
discussed the pros and cons of eager or reluctant people participating in 
the documentary process.  Nichols primarily uses the pros and cons to 
examine how subjects shape their behaviour for the documentary maker, 
and I could see a parallel with my research.  The potential trip hazard for 
my doctoral project was in creating a situation with the potential for 
exploitation.  If a subject is eager and willing to be involved without any 
coercion, will there be a risk of exploitation?  If a subject is incredibly 
reluctant, is it more likely that the risk of exploitation will be greater?  
And, if people don’t want to be involved, can I convince them to take part 
without the project beginning in an exploitative manner? 
 
ALL THAT COMES BEFORE (i) 
For my historical research I looked to photographic projects such as 
Richard Avedon’s In The American West, and Walker Evans and James 
Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men42 to provide grounding in 
methodology and for the similarities in subject matter.  In particular I dug 
for evidence of selection and subject agreement and any evidence of trade 
and exchange and subject participation in the photographic encounter.  I 
wanted to be sure that payments were not part of the exchange, as this 
would greatly alter the relationship between subject and photographer.   
                                                41	Bill	Nichols,	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition),	42	I	am	broadly	referring	to	Richard	Avedon’s	In	The	American	West,	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee’s	Let	Us	Now	Praise	
Famous	Men,	as	well	as	documentary	filmmakers	such	as	Dennis	O’Rourke,	Yulene	Olaizola	and	John	Heyer.	
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As part of my fieldwork to the US in 2015, I spoke with photographic 
assistants, academics, and read everything I could in archives hoping to 
find even a scrap of information that might indicate how a relationship 
was built between photographer and subject.43  I secretly hoped that I 
would find a small note, a postcard, a letter or even better, a contract, 
that showed Avedon and Evans working in a collaborative manner, 
something that would reveal Azoulay’s arguments as toothless.  For the 
most part, what I did find were hand-written notes describing the location 
of tennis courts, potential dinner dates and periods of highs and achingly 
low depressions mixed in with lunch orders and letters with confidential 
details blacked out by the Avedon Foundation or the respective 
institutions.   
 
I felt that there had to be more, and that it was just a matter of digging 
before finding something.  Small aspects of exchanges taking place in 
each encounter were opening up to me.  Avedon did form friendships with 
some of his subjects, and Avedon’s assistant, Laura Wilson, writes of a 
return trip in 2003 to visit Richard Wheatcroft, one of the original subjects 
from the In The American West project, who had fallen on hard times.  
Wilson quoted Avedon’s anguish at their intrusion into the life of the 
Wheatcrofts and how the exchange left the subjects with very little; he 
apparently said to her: 
 
                                                43	In	the	US	I	met	and	spoke	with	Richard	Avedon’s	assistant	Mrs	Laura	Wilson,	and	research	assistants	at	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art,	the	Harry	Ransom	Centre,	The	Metropolitan	Museum,	and	with	academics	at	Columbia	University,	The	Parson	New	School	for	Design	and	contemporary	documentary	photographer	Kirk	Crippens.		
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… We come and we leave.  We take pictures and go.  I feel 
we’re deserting him.  I wish I’d never stopped photographing the 
people we met...44 
 
What this shows is that although Avedon only appeared to keep in contact 
with a select number of his subjects, he was very aware of the dynamic 
resulting from his methodology.  This could be the evidence I needed to 
rally against Azoulay’s arguments; that not all documentary projects are 
intended to be exploitative and abusive when they gather material or in 
the way they show their subjects.  I was beginning to have my doubts 
though; perhaps exploitation is unavoidable when a viewer can assume 
(rightly or wrongly) that it occurred in the making of an image, 
independent of the subject/photographer relationship and the manner in 
which the photographs were made: 
 
… the photograph is out there, an object in the world, and anyone, 
always (at least in principle), can pull at one of its threads and 
trace it in such a way as to reopen the image and renegotiate what 
it shows, possibly even completely overturning what was seen in it 
before.45   
 
                                                44	Laura	Wilson,	Pg.	129,	Avedon	at	work:	In	The	American	West.	Austin:	University	of	Texas	Press,	2003.	45	Ariella	Azoulay,	Pg.	13,	The	Civil	Contract	of	Photography,	Zone	Books,	New	York,	2008.	
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The above passage from Ariella Azoulay echoes my concerns – the change 
that occurs through each viewing occurs independently of the 
subject/photographer relationship, it lies with the viewer and their 
interpretation.   
 
THE LIFE WE HAVE NOT LIVED 
Reflecting on my project, I struggled with the fact that in some ways it 
highlights the divide between my own middle class existence and the 
plight of the people in my images.  They are not, financially speaking, well 
off.  The option to pack up and leave their environs is not there.  I did not 
set out to focus of the division of wealth, but knew it would play a part.  
What I really wanted to show was the traces of their lives in the places 
they inhabit.  In doing this however, the photographs show what I value, 
or rather, what I see as important evidence – marks on a light fitting, 
cracks in a wall, scrapes on the floor from years of movement – all the 
indications of a life well lived.  And yet all this evidence can be interpreted 
as describing a life that is worse off than mine. 
 
There is beauty in these people’s lives, as well as a fascination for me 
because of the fact it is not a life that I have lived.  I am photographing 
what is happening now, as well as photographing the traces of what has 
passed and it is difficult to ignore the impact that this may have on the 
reading of the images I have made.   
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The idea of being fascinated by a life different to my own is at the core of 
this project.46  In On Photography (1976) Susan Sontag described the 
medium of photography as having  
 
… always been fascinated by social heights and lower 
depths.47  [With documentarists preferring the latter] … for more 
than a century, photographers have been hovering about the 
oppressed, in attendance at scenes of violence - with a 
spectacularly good conscience.  Social misery has inspired the 
comfortably-off with the urge to take pictures, the gentlest of 
predations, in order to document a hidden reality, that is, a reality 
that is hidden from them.48 
 
It is a loaded position to operate in, and Sontag rightly critiques it.  I 
acknowledge that I am in a comparative position of privilege and power.  I 
am moving about as a kind of predator, albeit a predator with a good 
conscience, to document and show a life that is different to my own.  I 
walk an incredibly fine line: on one side my intention is to develop a more 
ethical approach to documentary photography’s methodology, and on the 
other, in order to test whether I can reduce or remove the potential for 
exploitation, I must be quite intrusive affecting people who are, in many 
ways, very vulnerable.  It is not only that they are vulnerable during my 
photographic process; they are also vulnerable to the many readings 
audiences may of my images.   
                                                46	Bill	Nichols,	in	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition),	discusses	this	idea	in	several	chapters	and	as	made	in	the	following	quote,	so	does	Susan	Sontag.	47	Susan	Sontag,	Pg.	55	On	Photography,	New	York,	USA	Picador,	1976.			
48 Susan	Sontag,	Pg.	55	On	Photography,	New	York,	USA	Picador,	1976.	
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The 2014 documentary Rich Hill49 delves into the lives of three teenage 
boys dealing with family, poverty and adolescence in Rich Hill, Missouri, in 
the Midwest of America.  It follows the boys through all facets of school, 
home and daily life, showing them struggling with authority and at times 
their own mental illnesses.  Through a largely cinema vérité approach, the 
filmmakers present a remarkably honest account of the boys’ lives, saying 
that:   
 
… our film is an invitation to empathy, to share a connection 
with those who might otherwise be avoided and dismissed.  Out of 
that place of connectedness and shared humanity, we hope 
audiences will question how we justify denying resources and social 
capital to vulnerable families, who are, at the most fundamental 
level, so much like our own.  
 
Operating as they did — following, pursuing, stalking, preying on, if you 
will — the makers of Rich Hill (2014) could have been enormously 
exploitative.  The boys and their families are not well off, and two of the 
three subjects could easily be portrayed as in severe need of psychiatric 
help.  The filmmakers show their subjects in incredibly vulnerable 
situations, with one family living in what could be described as squalor 
and yet, by and large the dignity of their subjects comes through first and 
foremost.  Through careful editing we feel a genuine affection for the 
subjects without any overt subjective comment being made on the part of 
                                                49	Tracey	Droz	Tragos,	Producer/Director	and	Andrew	Droz	Palermo,	Producer/Director/Cinematographer,	Rich	Hill,	Film	Independent,	Duration/format:	94	mins/Red	Scarlet	4K,	2014.	
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the filmmakers.  In a socially minded step, and an effort to offset any 
chance of exploitation, the filmmakers have set up a fund to further 
support the families involved in the documentary.  As of 2015, they have 
raised $20,000, which has been divided equally among the participants.50  
The filmmakers also set a challenge for their audience, inviting “viewers to 
respond on an emotional level and encourage them to be agents of 
change”.  I find this an encouraging approach to countering both Azoulay 
and Sontag’s criticisms of the medium, due to the continued involvement 
of the subjects during and after the project’s development.  
 
It is the life I have not lived, the reality I have not experienced, that I 
want to document, and one that I think still-photography can best show.  
Rich Hill, and many documentaries like it, do an amazing job of telling the 
stories of their subjects.  However, video, or the moving image, is direct – 
too direct - you are seeing something as it happened and as a viewer (one 
could say voyeur in this context) you are not given time to reflect on what 
went on before or after the shot was taken as the next one rolls through 
immediately.  The filmmaker sets the viewing time and the images are 
perceived as quickly or as slowly as the editing permits, with no chance to 
linger.51  A still photograph allows the viewer time to ponder questions: 
what was happening immediately before the shutter was pressed and the 
image recorded?  And what happened in the moments after?  Why was 
this ‘frame’ chosen as the best representation of what occurred?  What 
was consciously excluded with the selection of only this image?  Still 
photography gives the viewer time to develop many possible readings; 
                                                50	This	is	stated	on	the	filmmaker’s	website:	http://www.richhillfilm.com/#about	accessed	10/7/2016.		51	Susan	Sontag,	Pg.	81	On	Photography,	New	York,	USA	Picador,	1976.			
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much like any novel — the reader/viewer has a description, but two 
people’s interpretations may result in two very different understandings of 
what the events will look like in their imagination.   
 
In Engaged Observers: Documentary Photography since the Sixties52 
(2010), Brett Abbott explains the predicament faced by journalists, 
photographers and filmmakers alike: how best to disseminate projects 
and ensure an appropriate reading by audiences given the changing 
contexts in which work can be seen.  Abbott champions the use of the 
photobook as the ideal medium, citing the various difficulties more 
mainstream options offer, including galleries and news-media being 
dependent on sensationalism and sales for success, whereas the 
photobook, independently produced, is able to present projects that may 
be hard to market to a broad audience.  This is 
 
… because they can be read in private, books are conducive 
to extended contemplation and the slow absorption of ideas, both of 
which are important to understanding projects that are broad in 
scope and have layers of meaning developed, in many cases, over 
the course of years.53  
 
Abbott goes on to say that because storytelling is such an important 
component of documentary photography work, photobooks provide the 
photographer with complete authorial control over the presentations of 
                                                52	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	53	Brett	Abbott,	Pgs.	21	&	22,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010	
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their work.  And unlike in a magazine, or even in some cases, a curated 
exhibition, the self-publishing photographer can decide the crop, whether 
or not an image is paired with another, and of course, what caption — if 
any may accompany the images, thus assisting the reader in taking the 
correct reading/meaning away from the work.54  
 
I will explore the photobook in more detail in Chapter 4 and will only 
briefly touch on my early research into pairing images with text here.  I 
initially thought text presented without images allowed too much space 
for interpretation, as it is both the author’s impression of what is being 
presented as well as the reader’s understanding of what has been laid 
down by the author.  And in light of Abbott’s thoughts on the photobook, I 
assumed the same would be true of images presented without text, and 
that a mix of the two allows interpretation within a given context.  Abbott 
in Engaged Observers: Documentary Photography since the Sixties and 
Martin Parr and Gerry Badger in The Photobook: A History VOLUME I55 
(2004) are careful to impress that it is also the context in which an image 
is viewed that alters the reading.  In my own experience, to see one of 
Richard Avedon’s In The American West series in the flesh has a very 
different effect on the viewer than seeing an image on a computer screen 
or in a photobook.  At the smaller size, more information - more text - is 
needed to direct the viewer’s understanding of what they are seeing.  At 
full-size, the experience of viewing adds to the reading and helps give 
context to the work.  
                                                54	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010	55	Martin	Parr	and	Gerry	Badger,	The	Photobook:	A	History	VOLUME	I,	Phaidon,	London,	2004.	
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ALL THAT COMES BEFORE (ii) 
My research into existing documentary methodologies focused on two 
case studies, but it is also important to discuss a number of others and 
the extent to which they influenced my own methodology.   
 
PhotoVoice Australia56 facilitates projects whereby people within 
disadvantaged and marginalised communities (one could argue small 
towns in decline may fit these criteria) are given skills in photography and 
digital storytelling to enable them to represent their life and community 
and create tools for advocacy and communication, with the idea being to 
create positive social change.  Community members drive these projects 
once they have gained, or have access to, the necessary skills and 
technologies.  The projects typically have a specific outcome that sets the 
look and purpose of the project.  Where my project differs (aside from 
aiming to document, rather than aiming to create social change), is that I, 
as the photographer, am still responsible for the images made.   
 
The ‘After Two Hundred Years Project’57 (1988), commissioned by the 
Australian Institute for Aboriginal Studies (which later became AIATSIS), 
featured Australian photographers such as Gerry Orkin, Ricky Maynard, 
Sandy Edwards, Robert McFarlane, Carolyn Lewens and Alana Harris (et 
al), and set out to document contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
                                                56	For	examples,	please	see	http://www.photovoice.org		and	http://www.photovoiceaustralia.com.au/portfolio	accessed	24/10/2014		57	Penny	Taylor,	After	Two	Hundred	Years:	Photographic	Essays	of	Aboriginal	and	Islander	Australia	Today,	edited	by	Penny	Taylor,	Aboriginal	Studies	Press,	Canberra,	1988.	
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Islander Australia.  Its methodology heavily involved communities in all 
stages of the process, including the final selection of images for 
publication. I borrow heavily from this project’s methodology, however I 
am still responsible for the making and printing of images, with the 
subjects having final say over what is included based on a shortlist I 
present to them.  
 
Dennis O’Rourke’s documentary CUNNAMULLA58 (2000), presents us with 
a bleak portrait of life in the Queensland town of Cunnamulla.  The film 
was shot during 1997 and 1998 and saw the filmmaker ‘embed’ himself 
within the town and build relationships with each of the central figures (or 
characters).  He used a mixture of modes — the ‘fly-on-the-wall’ mode of 
observational documentary, and cinéma vérité59 where the maker will 
often poke and prod the subjects to get what he or she wants out of them 
for the film.   
 
It is here I will digress slightly and attempt to provide a more 
encompassing overview of the term cinéma vérité and its counterpart 
direct cinema as they affect my attempts at capturing what I saw as life 
as it unfolded before me when working with my subjects.  
 
Cinéma Vérité, or direct or free cinema, is a contested term involving the 
many ways filmmakers show what they consider as real-life.  The 
                                                58	Dennis	O’Rourke,	CUNNAMULLA,	Film	Australia	and	Camerawork	Limited.	Duration/format:	82	minutes	television/video,	86	mins.	35mm.	2000	59	Cinéma	vérité	can	involve	stylised	set-ups	and	the	interaction	between	the	filmmaker	and	the	subject,	even	to	the	point	of	provocation.	Some	argue	that	the	obvious	presence	of	the	filmmaker	and	camera	was	seen	by	most	cinéma	vérité	filmmakers	as	the	best	way	to	reveal	the	truth	in	cinema.	See	Peter	Wintonik’s	Cinéma	Vérité:	Defining	the	Moment	National	Film	Board	of	Canada	Duration/format:	102	minutes	VHS,	colour	with	b&w	sequences.	VHS.	1999		for	full	definition	of	the	term.	
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accepted idea is of shooting everything that unfolds before the maker and 
then editing the material to show what the maker wishes to show.  There 
are no actors, no scripts, and no sets.  Instead filmmakers capture real 
people (not actors) in real settings with real dialogue.  The resulting work 
is unscripted, but edited later in post-production to allow the maker to 
show what they want to show of their experience.   
 
With Cinéma Vérité the filmmaker actively participates in the film as a 
subjective observer where necessary; combining observational and 
participatory filmmaking and establishing a connection between the 
filmmaker and subject(s).60  In direct cinema, the theory is that the 
filmmaker is an objective observer, a completely invisible component of 
the end-product, as opposed to an active participant as with cinema 
vérité. 
 
O’Rourke uses cinéma vérité to present us with a view of life in the town 
through the eyes of a number of residents — although one could argue we 
really see the town through O’Rourke’s eyes given his role as co-
conspirator, seeking out revealing snippets of his subjects’ lives and then 
editing the footage to reflect his version of events during his time there.  
When reflecting on a work of this nature, it is important to consider the 
expectations of audiences who will expect to be shown honest and truthful 
recounts of interactions between subjects and the filmmaker.  O’Rourke’s 
manner of working raises some interesting points for my project in that 
viewers expect documentaries to address and present the world we live 
                                                
60 Betsy	McLane.	A	new	history	of	documentary	film.	New	York,	NY:	Bloomsbury	Acad.,	2013. 
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in, rather than a world imagined or controlled by a photographer or 
filmmaker.61  Susan Sontag argues that from our social conditioning to the 
medium, be they still or moving image, we expect honesty62 and that the 
documentary maker should present us with an honest, balanced view of 
their subject(s).  However, one might argue that in the case of 
CUNNAMULLA and many other documentaries, it is fairer to define the 
medium along the lines of “documentaries are about reality, they’re about 
something that actually happened”63 and whether they take liberties in 
presenting what occurred is unimportant, because they show something 
that actually happened and an aspect of reality.  Having said that, it needs 
to be noted that O’Rourke was sued over the portrayal of two of the 
central characters/subjects in CUNNAMULLA, Cara and Kelli-Anne.  A 
lawyer for the two girls initially argued the pair had been misrepresented.  
However, O’Rourke successfully argued that the nature of the girls (as he 
had presented them) was a true to life representation as their reputations 
were well known in the town.  Unsuccessful in the defamation case, as an 
addendum, the girls’ lawyer later sued for damages based on the Trade 
Practices Act, not on the initial defamation case.  This time O’Rourke was 
found liable for a breach of contract in that he said he would only ask 
questions of a certain nature, but in order to get the portrayal of the girls 
that he did, he must have asked questions beyond what their guardians 
had given consent to (the girls were under 18 at the time).  This aspect of 
O’Rourke’s manner of working is what I seek to transcend through my 
                                                61	Bill	Nichols,	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)	62	In	her	book,	Regarding	the	pain	of	others,	Susan	Sontag	discusses	the	notion	that	since	photography	‘documents’	what	is	happening	around	it	and	that	it	is	used	as	‘purveyor	of	truth’,	over	time	we	have	become	accustomed	to	believing	a	photograph	or	a	documentary	film	as	the	truth/reality	and	we	get	quite	upset	when	it	is	revealed	to	not	be	100%	authentic.		Susan	Sontag,	Regarding	the	pain	of	others.	Penguin	Group,	New	York	2004;	First	published	by	Farrar,	Straus	and	Giroux,	New	York,	2003	63	Bill	Nichols,	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)	
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methodology — removing the potential for exploitation through a more 
ethical and collaborative process. 
 
Discussing his methodology, O’Rourke acknowledged this aspect of reality 
in documentary filmmaking and when interviewed about CUNNAMULLA, 
spoke of his role as being to “record certain truths.”64  I would argue, that 
whilst documentaries are to an extent reality because the they show 
things that have actually happened, they are also creative endeavours put 
together by artists, filmmakers, photographers and often writers, and 
have traces or evidence that show the artist’s, or maker’s, hand — the 
trace of the (photographic) encounter in the final work.  For my research, 
there are aspects of O’Rourke’s methodology worth exploring; particularly 
around re-creation of events that may have occurred when I did not have 
a camera with me, or in order to show what I concluded best captures the 
reality of my subject’s situation.  However, I would argue O’Rourke’s 
CUNNAMULLA presents too much of his own version of what occurred and 
does exploit his subjects, with the subsequent court cases supporting the 
latter point. 
 
Yulene Olaizola’s documentary Fogo65 (2012), shot in Newfoundland, 
Canada, differs from CUNNAMULLA significantly, as the filmmaker 
documented re-enactments of real events using the subjects to play the 
role of themselves.  The result is a beautifully shot piece of work with 
rather stilted acting, but one that provides insight in terms of how to get 
                                                64	Interview	with	Dennis	O’Rourke	by	Ruth	Cullen,	excerpt	from	Cunnamulla	–	Press	Kit	2000	65Yulene	Olaizola,	Fogo.	Malacosa	Cine,	2012	(61mins)	
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the images one may wish for when working with real people in real 
situations.  
 
Each of these projects has informed my methodology, including ways of 
working with communities and individuals to share a sense of 
responsibility for the project.  I am trying to achieve a way of presenting 
my subject’s situation, their reality, through my eyes, through a 
photographer’s lens but with my subject’s input.  I want to tell my version 
of their story.  This means exploring the notions of trade and exchange in 
the photographic encounter to get a body of work that is less exploitative 
in its creation and exhibition, and more representative of the subject’s 
situation.  
 
GRIM READING: LOGISTICS 
I will now discuss how I arrived at my own methodology and selection 
criteria.  It is worth noting that with each early encounter with possible 
subjects, I experimented and refined the process until I settled on the 
methodology that led to the final exhibition of photographs and the 
accompanying book Other People’s Lives (2016).   
 
I began my investigations by researching Australia’s agricultural and 
economic history and cross-referencing this with data from the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics on towns in decline.66  I had intended to utilise this 
                                                66	Unfortunately	the	Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	stopped	publishing	the	data	on	towns	in	decline	in	1995,	meaning	this	data	could	only	be	used	as	a	guide	–	first-hand	experience	was	needed	in	order	to	truly	gauge	whether	towns	were	still	in	decline,	or	were	in	fact	experiencing	new	periods	of	relative	prosperity.	
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information as a way to narrow my criteria, hoping for a correlation 
between boom and bust that would provide a cohesive link for my 
research project.  I discovered that Australia has had multiple periods of 
enormous growth, followed very quickly by lengthy periods of either 
oversupply to the market, drought or self-inflicted ruin brought on by poor 
farming practices.67  What I found presented grim reading; particularly the 
repeated failures and rapid destruction of barely arable land brought 
about by the lure of a quick income even when conditions were 
unfavourable, or ignorance, or both.  I refocused and explored similar 
industries, such as wool, wheat, cotton or beef, or a combination of all of 
these, to potentially define the locations for fieldwork.  An early 
consideration of the research project was around basic logistical 
parameters; based on the time and funding available to me, what were 
achievable and feasible locations?  I concluded that I could rule out 
Western Australia, the Northern Territory and most of Queensland as they 
were too far away to be viable for return trips.  I also found, based on 
discussions with the Australian National University’s Ethics Department, 
that including Indigenous communities or Indigenous people would be 
almost impossible, and it is still unclear to me how excluding this section 
of the population may or may not have further shaped my approach.68  In 
researching locations, I needed to be aware of which towns had been 
photographed before.  Towns like Wilcannia, Brewarrina and Broken Hill in 
                                                67	Amongst	other	reading,	please	see	the	extract	Article	by	John	Pollard	on	Australian	Agricultural	History,	taken	from:	McLennan,	W.	Year	book	Australia	2000.	Canberra:	Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics,	2000;	John	Pollard,	A	Hundred	Years	Of	
Agriculture.		Excerpt	taken	from	1301.0	-	Year	Book	Australia,	2000	and	cited,	http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/94713ad445ff1425ca25682000192af2/3852d05cd2263db5ca2569de0026c588!OpenDocument	accessed	24/10/2014.		68	The	Ethics	Department	stipulated	to	me	that	Indigenous	Australians	were	unlikely	to	be	capable	of	determining	what	was	appropriate	representation	or	not	–	an	incredibly	patronising	and	wholly	unworkable	position.	What	is	worth	noting	is	the	series	‘Andrew	Kirby,	Robinvale’	is	an	attempt	at	getting	around	the	restrictions	placed	on	me	by	the	ANU	Ethics	Department.		The	Kirbys	are	an	Indigenous	family	from	the	Robinvale	area	and	in	discussions	with	the	family,	we	decided	that	the	images	included	should	not	include	people,	but	the	text	would	mention	their	Aboriginality.		
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NSW, and Cunnamulla in Queensland fell into this category — they were 
in part real, yet in part a fabrication based on tourism and how other 
photographers glorified or tore them down.69   
 
EPIPHANIES AND REVELATIONS 
An early revelation was in refining and narrowing the project to be about 
individuals, rather than more broadly about towns or communities in 
decline.  My pilot fieldwork trips and initial discussions with community 
members (which I will elaborate on in later chapters) led me to a similar 
conclusion to Dennis O’Rourke.  In interviews following the release of his 
documentary CUNNAMULLA70 (2000), he suggested that one town was, to 
a degree, representative of just about all small Australian towns.  For my 
research project, the town or community was not the most important 
aspect of the methodology, working with the individuals within them was.   
 
My initial fieldwork, the initial reconnaissance if you will, took me west 
from Sydney through the Blue Mountains and beyond to NSW towns such 
as Hampton, Lithgow, Portland, Rydal, Mudgee, Molong, Wellington, 
Harden, Boorowa, Canowindra, Cowra, Crookwell, Roslyn and the like.  I 
spent time in each place, exploring the smaller surrounding areas and 
finding places like Wombat, Stockinbingal and Wallendbeen where I 
                                                
69 Please	see	the	work	of	Trent	Parke,	Minutes	to	Midnight	Steidl.	Göttingen,	Germany,	2014	(second	edition).	Gerrit	Fokkema.	Wilcannia	:	portrait	of	an	Australian	town,	1986.	and	Penny	Taylor,	After	Two	Hundred	Years:	Photographic	
Essays	of	Aboriginal	and	Islander	Australia	Today,	edited	by	Penny	Taylor,	Aboriginal	Studies	Press,	Canberra,	1988	for	examples.	70	Dennis	O’Rourke,	CUNNAMULLA,	Film	Australia	and	Camerawork	Limited.	Duration/format:	82	minutes	television/video,	86	mins.	35mm.	2000	
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attempted to make contacts and discuss my hopes for the project.  I 
stayed in pubs and caravan parks and wandered the streets, chatting with 
shop owners and talking with anyone that would listen to me about my 
research project.  It was clear that without something tangible to show 
potential subjects, some evidence of prior work, it was incredibly difficult 
for them to get an idea of what I wanted.  In Portland NSW I was put in 
touch with Ron Bidwell, a retired local sign writer who had been given the 
task of deciding who could enter the now closed cement works (he was 
entrusted with the keys).  We chatted for a while about his garden and his 
business and his failing body and then he let me into the abandoned 
complex with the instruction of not to fall through the floor or break my 
neck, as it seemed that he thought my real purpose for being in Portland 
was to photograph the cement works.  I was beginning to understand that 
people had an expectation of what I should be doing, regardless of how 
carefully I explained what I wanted to do.71  Unfortunately at this early 
stage I was also only able to show examples of other people’s work that I 
felt was similar in methodology or look.  I found myself in a Catch 22: 
without having images and a solid process I couldn’t recruit subjects, but I 
needed subjects to get examples of what I was hoping to show.  A further 
discovery was that trying to involve the community as a whole, or even 
large numbers of people, was incredibly problematic.  Politics played a 
part, some people refused to be involved if a certain other party was to be 
included; others just wanted a means to voice their frustration at 
everything from the price of beer to potholes in the main street; and 
many others couldn’t see the point of getting involved, because after all, 
                                                71	See	Appendix	8	for	example	images	from	this	encounter	
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what were they going to get out of the project?  This period of relative 
failure in my fieldwork actually helped me to refine locations, clarify what 
needed to change in my process of recruitment and selection, and most 
importantly, raised the idea of needing to offer something in return during 
the photographic encounter to make it a fair process.  Trade and 
exchange became central to my methodology and I will return to examine 
this accidental epiphany in more detail, but for now I will focus on how I 
developed the parameters that led to defining where and how I recruited 
my subjects.   
 
Two distinct events shaped my methodology; the first came out of a 
chance encounter in Stockinbingal, located in the heart of wheat and 
sheep country in NSW; and the second out of an equally serendipitous 
moment in Wingham, cattle and timber country in northern NSW. 
 
“Something interest you?” came a voice from somewhere.  I looked 
and saw a red hat and a pair of eyes peering over a fence whilst 
two dogs barked and poked their noses through gaps in the fence. 
 
“Yeah mate, just having a bit of a look around at Stockinbingal, just 
curious about the place and the people that are here.” 
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After a bit of small talk, he asked if I’d like to have a proper chat 
and a cup of tea or coffee.  I said I didn’t want to be any trouble, 
and just whatever he was going to have would be great.  He told 
me we’d have something a bit ‘different’, a bit ‘fruity’.  Rather than 
quash the burgeoning conversation I went with it.  He invited me 
into his yard, a neatly clipped lawn, friendly hairy dogs and a couple 
of very worn out chairs greeted me.  He made tea in the sparse 
kitchen while I surveyed the place.  It was tidy with a slightly stale 
air of age.  Everything was discoloured and faded, but neat.  The 
walls and doors bore years-worth of handprints and there were 
marks of use and of feeling in the dark around the light switches.  
The table had an ashtray, a few old cups, some bills and scrap 
paper, pens and a couple of placemats and coasters scattered about 
the place.  The glass-fronted cupboard on the wall had various 
religious themed knickknacks and a couple of old compact cameras 
looking unloved. 
 
We sat outside, he on the sunken-yellowed lounge chair and me on 
a wooden chair that I think more often than not usually acted as a 
table.  The dogs were part Labrador, Australian Shepard and 
something else and thought my lap was fair game and did their 
best to sit in it, despite their size.  Having been pretty much by 
myself for a couple of days I welcomed the affection.  Ollie told me 
he moved to Stock (as the locals called Stockinbingal) from 
somewhere near Campbelltown about 20 years ago in search of 
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some space.  Stockinbingal was the first stop and they bought the 
first place they saw, next to the tennis court, near the oval and the 
school, probably the best location in town in his eyes.  His wife left 
him not long after they moved; she’s remarried and lives in 
Cootamundra now.  We talked for a while about how he fills his 
time, the local community, the change of atmosphere at the pub 
and of living alone.72 
 
I have included this excerpt from Other People’s Lives (2016), as I feel it 
best describes the encounters I faced during my initial fieldwork — the 
process of sounding each other out, determining what is expected or 
wanted, developing a rapport and trust and adapting one’s behaviour to 
make the subject as comfortable as possible. 
 
For my process, Ollie (Oliver Chojnacki), was a great test case.  He was a 
musician and expressed sympathy towards my developing methodology; 
he was willing to let me experiment, patiently allowing me to shoot him in 
his environment in a variety of ways.  We also agreed that I would return 
and show him the results and discuss what we felt had worked as well as 
what we could change to show more of his situation.  I have included 
images from the first visit below, as well as one from a return visit where 
the aesthetic is more consistent and the methodology as it related to 
trade and exchange in the photographic encounter was further developed.  
                                                72	Excerpt	taken	from	the	chapter	Oliver	Chojnacki	from	the	photobook	Other	People’s	Lives	(2016).	Self-Published.	
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The trade for Ollie, as I discovered early on, was that he got some 
company - an audience for his music and a buddy for his computer 
gaming, whilst I could develop and test my documentary practice.  Later 
on this evolved to be a much more in-depth exchange, a relationship with 
him revealing his struggles with bladder cancer and the decision about 
whether or not to receive treatment. 
  
  
Fig. v. & vi. Hardy Lohse, images from a test shoot with Ollie, Stockinbingal, 2014. Unpublished. 
 
 
Fig. vii. Hardy Lohse, from the series, Ollie, Stockinbingal, 2014. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
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Buoyed in part by the small success of meeting and working with Ollie, yet 
feeling bled dry after failures in just about every other location, I was 
drawn by the milder climate of smaller coastal towns, hoping to determine 
whether I could include them or not.  I found that just about anywhere 
within an hour or two of the NSW coast was doing relatively well – people 
either retired there with money for the lifestyle, or enough tourists came 
through to keep the town’s businesses afloat.  It was clear that despite 
my hopes of more comfortable working conditions, coastal towns did not 
qualify as towns in decline, an early research parameter.  I therefore 
needed to go as far west as possible.  However, before returning to the 
scorching heat and dusty red plains of western NSW and beyond, I had a 
serendipitous moment in cooler greener environs.  I was just outside 
Taree when a friend suggested I come visit her and her family in 
Wingham, a town in northern NSW with an abattoir and a sawmill as the 
main industries.  The abattoir was in the process of being shut down and 
the sawmill was rumoured to be going the same way.  I had intended to 
stay for a night and to make connections in the town with abattoir and 
sawmill workers, planning to focus on the families of those who were 
being laid off.  In my head I could see Walker Evans’ and Dorothea 
Lange’s Depression era images and thought I would be walking head first 
into a rich vein of photographic gold.  The abattoir didn’t want me to set 
foot on their premises and the people in town were reluctant to discuss 
their private matters with an outsider.  Instead what I developed was a 
warm rapport with the family I was staying with and one night turned into 
several, giving me the chance to spend a prolonged period of time getting 
to know them, work with them, share meals with them and to photograph 
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as little or as much as felt appropriate.  We swapped stories and I 
exchanged my labour for making photographs, with examples of the 
successful images included below:   
 
 
Fig. viii. Hardy Lohse, Wall detail (ii), Wingham, 2015. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
 
Fig. ix. Hardy Lohse, Mantelpiece, Wingham, 2015. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
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Fig. x. Hardy Lohse, Bedroom, Wingham, 2015. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
I had found the beginnings of a new documentary methodology: time and 
exchange were key to the photographic encounter.  By assisting on the 
family’s property, clearing land, herding animals and adding to daily life, I 
was seeing the everyday reality of living in a town in decline.  By 
contributing and trading/exchanging my labour and time for photographs, 
a reciprocal arrangement was being made; they were getting something 
out of the photographic encounter and I was being allowed to document 
more than I ever could have without this trust and warm rapport.  I found 
I was able to discuss what I had photographed with them to see if it 
matched what they saw of themselves, and when this differed, we would 
work together, collaboratively, to get images they felt best represented 
them in their environment.  
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TEST CASE 
Using what I had discovered about the process in Wingham and 
Stockinbingal, and feeling like I had made a giant leap forward in my 
research, I set about testing this new methodology in Crookwell and 
Roslyn in the upper Lachlan Shire of NSW.  I chose this location as it met 
a number of key criteria; one being that it was close enough to my 
supervisors and colleagues so that in the early stages I could quickly 
report back and get an understanding of what was and was not working.  
I also had distant relatives in the area and after my explanation of the 
project they were willing to act as guinea pigs to safely test and reflect 
upon the methodology as it developed.  
 
Having the family connection and prior knowledge of the area allowed me 
to discuss in great detail what I was hoping to achieve and follow them 
almost without restriction for an entire week, in part because I was put to 
work and in part because they were sympathetic to my aims.  During this 
testing period I experimented with several different methods of shooting, 
with a selection of example images shown in Appendix 6, and attempted 
to build a narrative through images.  I was able to mix methodologies and 
shoot the subjects in a fly-on-the-wall observational mode of 
documentary, as well as sometimes in a more reconstructed approach, 
asking subjects to loosely re-enact or pose what I had witnessed earlier, 
borrowing such techniques from the tradition of cinéma vérité.73  As a 
                                                73	As	discussed	earlier,	cinéma	vérité	can	involve	stylized	set-ups	and	the	interaction	between	the	filmmaker	and	the	subject,	even	to	the	point	of	provocation.		Some	argue	that	the	obvious	presence	of	the	filmmaker	and	camera	was	seen	by	
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direct result of the data gathered during this fieldwork, I further refined 
my methodology, exploring and examining what succeeded in showing 
more of my subject’s reality, or what detracted from a successful 
photographic encounter.  Just as the fieldwork in Wingham and 
Stockinbingal had shown, increasing the time spent with subjects and 
offering something in return, greatly improved the photographic 
encounter; however, I wasn’t yet satisfied that I was doing enough to 
counter Ariella Azoulay’s charge of exploitation in the documentary 
process.   
 
In the following chapter I discuss my fieldwork research in the US, 
presenting Richard Avedon’s In The American West as the first of my two 
case studies, using his project to investigate the transactions that occur 
between photographer and subject and to examine key aspects of his 
methodology as I seek to develop my own less exploitative approach to 
documentary photography.  
                                                                                                                                       most	cinéma	vérité	filmmakers	as	the	best	way	to	reveal	the	truth	in	cinema.	See	Peter	Wintonik’s	Cinéma	Vérité:	Defining	
the	Moment	National	Film	Board	of	Canada	Duration/format:	102	minutes	VHS,	colour	with	b&w	sequences.	VHS.	1999		for	full	definition	of	the	term.	
	 59	
Chapter 2 – Richard Avedon In The 
American West  
 
The next stage of my research was historical and involved fieldwork 
research at the Amon Carter Museum of American Art in Fort Worth, 
Texas; the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York; the Harry Ransom 
Center at The University of Texas, Austin, and; interviews with Mrs Laura 
Wilson, assistant to Richard Avedon.  For this part of my research, I 
focused on two key projects: Richard Avedon’s In the American West and, 
Walker Evans and James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.  These 
projects gave me the opportunity to explore transactions that occur 
between photographer and subject.  Additionally, both projects dealt with 
people who were considered vulnerable and the makers were subject to 
criticism for exploiting those involved.74  I will use this chapter to discuss 
Avedon’s In The American West, with Walker Evans and James Agee’s Let 
Us Now Praise Famous Men, being considered in Chapter 3.   
 
In 1979, Richard Avedon, who until then was primarily renowned as a 
fashion photographer, was commissioned to undertake a project called the 
‘Western Project’,75 and later renamed ‘In The American West’.76  This was 
                                                74	The	2006	exhibition	catalogue	produced	by	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art	mentions	the	criticisms	by	newspapers	from	across	the	west,	including	the	Fort	Worth	Star-Telegram	at	In	The	American	West	in	its	first	showing,	stating	that	it	was	labelled	‘cruel,’	‘cynical’	and	even	‘vicious’	and	that	Avedon	was	out	to	ridicule	America’s	West	–	cited	pages	16	&	17	Program,	Amon	Carter	Museum,	September	2005	–	February	2006.	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art,	Fort	Worth,	2005.	75	Meeting	notes	held	in	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art,	show	that	initial	discussion	occurring	in	‘early	December	1978,’	refer	to	the	project	as	the	‘Western	Project’.		Avedon	signed	and	agreed	to	the	project	in	January	1979.		Exact	details,	as	they	include	contract	details,	have	been	redacted.		Notes	by	Michael	Duty,	Exhibition	Files,	Box	164,	File	Avedon	Richard	1979,	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art,	Fort	Worth,	Texas.	
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an opportunity for him to explore his idea of what the American west was 
to him — a world of cowboys and stoic pioneer settlers.  Similar themes 
have recently been explored in an unflattering portrayal of Ree Dolly, 
played by Jennifer Lawrence, in Winter’s Bone77 (2010), and German 
photographer Tobias Zielony’s project Trona — Armpit of America78 
(2006). Avedon’s project however, was always going to be his imagining 
of what lay in the ‘mythical’ American west.  The project itself lasted five 
years and resulted in an exhibition of exquisite (and very large) black and 
white prints and a limited release of a hardback book/catalogue.  Avedon 
and his assistants photographed 752 people, visiting everything from 
carnivals to state fairs, rodeos, coalmines, oil fields, slaughterhouses and 
prisons in a quest to find the right faces/subjects:  
 
… people who are surprising — heartbreaking - or beautiful in 
a terrifying way…” with a “…(b)eauty that might scare you to death 
until you acknowledge it as part of yourself.79  
 
He and a team of researchers and assistants set about finding working 
class subjects that represented his view of the American west, miners with 
skin stained by coal and sweat, oil rig workers dripping with the oily 
evidence of their pursuit, stoic farmers, teenagers with guns and snakes, 
                                                                                                                                       76	The	project	was	commissioned	by	the	then	director	of	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art,	Mitchel	A.	Wilder.	77	Debra	Granik,	Winter’s	Bone,	Anonymous	Content	and	Winter’s	Bone	Production,	Duration/Format:	100	minutes/35mm	D-Cinema.	2010.	78	Tobias	Zielony,	Trona.	Armpit	of	America,	2008.		Catalogues	are	available	through	Spector	Books.	79	See	Appendix	2	for	a	selected	transcript	notes	from	the	seminar	held	September	14,	1985,	and	also	http://www.hrc.utexas.edu/press/releases/2003/intheamericanwest.html	where	this	quote	is	also	cited	(accessed	30/6/2015)		
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drifters and carnival workers – all showing the wear and tear of rural 
western life.   
 
To complete the project, Avedon and Laura Wilson (his assistant, 
researcher, initial contact and backbone of the project) would scan faces 
as they entered work or state fairs and the like, often tipped off by a well-
known local figure who gave introductions or information on where to 
look.80  From there it was a matter of approaching people and working 
with them to get the image Avedon wanted.  This took a great deal of 
time, sometimes several days, involving many attempts to get just the 
shot he wanted.  Avedon even discusses holding people until they were 
frustrated or tired, saying that this would often yield the best results.81  
The notion of ‘holding’ someone beyond their comfort level seems to go 
beyond a mutually agreeable working process – one where there is a 
negotiated exchange between subject and photographer.  It was not just 
this one-sided process that could be considered exploitative – selecting 
people because their look matched a story Avedon wanted to tell raises a 
number of questions regarding the ethics of highlighting their differences, 
or rather the fact that they conformed to Avedon’s imaginings of the West 
— freaks, misfits if you will — people existing on the edges of society.  
The way Avedon captured them, not just as they might pose themselves, 
but often as he instructed, led to amazing results.  However, the images 
are far from flattering and subjects are not in poses which many would 
have agreed to, had they been given the choice to review the images.  
 
                                                80	The	process	of	recruiting	subjects	is	described	in	Laura	Wilson’s	Avedon	At	Work:	In	The	American	West	(2003).	81	Richard	Avedon,	In	the	American	West.	Abrams,	New	York,	1985.	
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Fig. xi. Richard Avedon, Juan Patricio Lobato, Carney, Rocky Ford, Colorado, August 23, 1980. 
 
AN EXPLOITATIVE PROCESS 
Avedon received a great deal of criticism for his project and the 
techniques employed.  Many journalists and art critics saw his work as 
being incredibly exploitative and were aghast that he gained so much 
from the subjects’ participation — which in itself raises an interesting 
discussion over the ownership of one’s image or likeness — and gave so 
little back.82  A transcript of the seminar held at the Amon Carter Museum 
of American Art, Fort Worth, Texas, on 14 September, 1985, as part of 
the opening of In The American West,83 reveals a number of these 
criticisms.  Audience members were invited to ask questions of Avedon 
                                                82	The	2006	exhibition	catalogue	produced	by	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art	mentions	the	criticisms	levelled	at	the	work	in	its	first	showing,	stating	that	it	was	labelled	‘cruel,’	‘cynical’	and	even	‘vicious’	and	that	Avedon	was	out	to	ridicule	America’s	West	–	cited	pages	16	&	17	Program,	Amon	Carter	Museum,	September	2005	–	February	2006.	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art,	Fort	Worth,	2005.	83	See	Appendix	2	for	a	selected	transcript	notes	from	this	seminar,	this	example	from	page	44.		
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and his team (unfortunately, the names of those who took part are not 
provided).  One such example from the seminar is as follows:  
Audience Member 
Did any of the people you photographed feel exploited in any way?  
Certainly many of your portraits could be considered unflattering. 
 
Richard Avedon 
I can’t speak for the people I photographed.  I don’t know.  I feel 
there’s a very serious issue moral issue here.  There is in all 
interviews.  There is in all photography.  There is in any time you 
present someone’s words, or someone’s face, and have an opinion 
about them.  I think if I’m photographing an actress or an actor or a 
politician it’s fair game.  They’re in the business of projecting what 
they want to project … and I’m in the business of expressing my 
thoughts truly, which is the responsibility of any creative person to 
his work.   
But I’m sure a great number of the people I photographed for this 
project had expectations of the photograph, and had no idea of what 
I was doing.  And they would have a right to feel used. 
The only thing I think – I mean this worries me a lot.  I think – I just 
hope that I was true to something that they might be able to feel 
good about. 
It’s something – I can’t, I wouldn’t be able to work if I didn’t do what 
I do, but at the same time, I don’t feel it’s the best thing you can do 
in life, use someone without telling them the way in which you intend 
to use them. 
 
There is no doubting that Avedon was fully aware of the exploitative 
nature of his project, saying that it is this very approach that enabled him 
to create the work he did, work that met his vision of the American west.  
And he was not alone; Avedon was working within an accepted 
methodology and tradition of documentary photography, as Azoulay 
argues, using the subjects for his gain.   
 
An interesting aside to his practice, and a process not yet discussed in 
unpacking the methodology of documentary, is the issue of payment as a 
way of dealing with possible exploitation.  One could potentially bring 
payment under the umbrella of exchange in the encounter, however in the 
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realms of documentary making, it moves the notion of having real people 
play themselves one step closer to being paid actors.  In the early 
planning for In The American West,84 Avedon mentioned paying his 
subjects a fee of US$25.85  The payment was mooted as being 
recompense for taking/owning their images and being able to do what he 
liked with them.  To me (apart from the enormous cost of paying every 
participant) any payment takes away the element of trust, trust that the 
images won’t cause the subjects any harm, trust that they can see and 
have a say in what is used, and trust that they won’t be asked to do 
something they are not comfortable in doing.  In paying subjects, I would 
argue that the interaction and any potential relationship with the subject 
is over as soon as the financial transaction takes place.  All responsibility 
for the subject can be absolved in one stroke; whereas my methodology 
implies an ongoing open-ended relationship of responsibility to ensure no 
harm comes to my subjects.  
 
Laura Wilson stated that later Avedon himself thought payment would 
actually change the dynamic of the encounter and the relationship, and he 
saw the trade as being the conversation and the subject’s opportunity to 
be involved in the project.86  Wilson’s Avedon at Work (2003), includes a 
letter from Paula James, a family member of one of his subjects (Bensom 
James) saying that he has since passed away, and the family was 
wondering if “he was paid much for this act or pose” in the original photo 
                                                84	Richard	Avedon,	In	the	American	West.	Abrams,	New	York,	1985.	
85 See Appendix 3 for a transcript of the meeting between Richard Avedon, Mitchell Wilder (Director of the Amon Carter 
Museum of American Art at the time of the Project), Laura Wilson, Ron Tyler (then Curator) and Martha Sandweiss. “Notes 
from meeting with Avedon – 6 August 1979 (File 17 August ’79)” 86	See	Appendix	4	for	notes	from	the	interview	between	myself	and	Laura	Wilson,	held	Tuesday	5th	of	May	2015,	Dallas,	Texas,	USA.	
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of him.87  US$25 would not come close to the payment for a sitter in any 
other of Avedon’s work, and I would suggest the family would have been 
within their rights to seek recompense, if the consent forms hadn’t 
rescinded all rights to further payment.88  It is worth reiterating, that 
paying subjects has not traditionally been within the scope of 
documentary’s methodology.89  
  
Initially Avedon may have considered this payment90 as an exchange and 
as a possible way for getting around any ethical concerns regarding his 
subjects.  From my discussions with staff at the Amon Carter Museum of 
American Art and Laura Wilson, I would argue that he pushed his subjects 
to get what he wanted without much thought for them when presented in 
image form as a print in a gallery.  Although Avedon talks about 
“photographing his subjects as he found them91” he also mentions 
rearranging clothing, demonstrating a pose when necessary, and the 
images from Laura Wilson reflect this process.92  It is true that he 
documented real people in real situations, but he also worked with them 
(one might say worked them) to fit the American West he imagined.  In 
Avedon’s work, and arguably as is consistent with his fashion work, the 
trace of the encounter between photographer and the photographed is 
                                                
87 Laura Wilson, Pg. 111, Avedon at work: In The American West. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003. 	88	See	Appendix	5	for	a	copy	of	the	original	consent	form	from	the	In	The	American	West	Project	89	Both	Trish	FitzSimons	in	Australian	Documentary:	History,	Practices	and	Genres,	Cambridge	University	Press,	Port	Melbourne,	(2011)	and	Bill	Nichols	in	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)	discuss	payment	and	the	change	to	documentary	methodology	in	detail.	90	See	Appendix	3	for	a	transcript	of	the	meeting	between	Richard	Avedon,	Mitchell	Wilder	(Director	of	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art	at	the	time	of	the	Project),	Laura	Wilson,	Ron	Tyler	(then	Curator)	and	Martha	Sandweiss.	“Notes	from	meeting	with	Avedon	–	6	August	1979	(File	17	August	’79)”	91	See	Appendix	2	for	a	selected	transcript	notes	from	the	seminar,	September	14,	1985	and	also	references	to	this	can	be	cited	in	Laura	Wilson’s	Avedon	At	Work	(2003).	92	From	the	archive	collection	at	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art	of	American	Art,	one	can	see	various	‘attempts’	at	photographing	a	subject	over	several	images	and	the	changes	that	take	place	in	attire	(a	shirt	may	be	unbuttoned,	a	jacket	removed	etc)	as	well	as	the	more	choreographed	stance	of	the	subject.		
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evident in the way he selected, arranged and shot his subjects; however, 
perhaps more evident in the final images, is the trace of the 
photographer. 
 
GREAT EXPECTATIONS 
My methodology explores how we can move beyond the traditional and 
historically exploitative role (whereby a photographer ‘takes’ what he/she 
needs with little concern for the opinions/feelings/concerns of the 
subject/s) and into a space where a trade or exchange occurs between 
subject and photographer.  This must be non-monetary in nature, 
referring more to the historical etymology of the word by considering 
‘barter’, ‘share’ and ‘swap’ ‘gift’ as interchangeable synonyms and 
‘reciprocity’ as central to the idea.  By the very nature of the 
trade/exchange, a level of trust must also be developed in the encounter 
and is inherent to the underpinnings of the methodology.  The 
trade/exchange may take the form of the photographer and subject 
swapping time, friendship, stories, images, general labour, or a meal or 
drinks, and always with the idea that the subjects have a say in how they 
are shown.  This transaction will hopefully result in documentary work 
being viewed as less exploitative by subjects and allow the photographer 
to show more of the negotiated reality of the subject’s situation.93   
 
 
 
 
                                                93	Through	a	more	accurate	and	hopefully	more	honest	lens.		
	 67	
THE EXCHANGE OF CONTRACTS 
Ariella Azoulay in The Civil Contract of Photography (2008), Susan Sontag 
in Regarding The Pain Of Others (2003) and Jean Mohr and John Berger in 
Another Way of Telling94 (first published 1982), independently discuss the 
role real people (again, as opposed to paid actors) play in documentary 
work (and photographic work more generally), and write of the balance 
between expectations of the photographed, the photographer and the 
audience.  Each uses their own language to discuss the ‘trade’, ‘exchange’ 
or ‘contract’ of photographing people and the various uses and abuses of 
the end product where the role of both the subject and the photographer 
are of utmost importance.  Azoulay, and to an extent Sontag, use 
examples of grieving war victims and victims of crime as passively 
allowing themselves to be photographed in the most vulnerable and 
potentially demeaning of situations (holding a deceased loved one 
amongst the rubble, for example) yet understanding that a form of 
contract is being made between themselves and the photographer and the 
intended audience at the moment of the encounter.   The subject allows 
their grief to be pictured in the hope that the photographer will use their 
image for social change, even though they are aware that the 
photographer’s role is to capture the image and to sell it. 95  Staying with 
Azoulay and Sontag’s theme of victims of conflict passively agreeing to 
having their vulnerability displayed to the world, in War Photographer 
(2001), anti-war photographer James Nachtwey describes how he 
                                                94	Ariella	Azoulay,	The	Civil	Contract	of	Photography,	Zone	Books,	New	York,	2008.		Susan	Sontag,	Regarding	The	Pain	of	Others,	Farrar,	Straus	and	Giroux,	2003.		Jean	Mohr	and	John	Berger,	Another	Way	of	Telling,	Random	House,	New	York,	1995	(First	Published	1982).	95	For	more	specific	examples,	see	the	Citizens	of	Disaster	chapter	from	Azoulay’s	work	and	pages	80-82	(and	others)	in	Sontag’s	Regarding	the	Pain	of	Others.		As	an	aside,	I	chose	to	refer	to	the	subjects	of	these	images	as	female,	mostly	as	Azoulay	and	Sontag	assign	this	gender	when	referring	to	these	images.	
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understands the transfer of power from subject to photographer to 
audience: 
 
Why photograph war?  Is it possible to put an end to a form 
of human behaviour, which has existed throughout history, by 
means of photography?  The proportions of that notion seem 
ridiculously out of balance. Yet that very idea has motivated me. … 
If an individual assumes the risk of placing himself in the middle of 
a war in order to communicate to the rest of the world what is 
happening, he is trying to negotiate for peace.96 
 
Documentary photographers present work which is part of a greater 
dialogue about the state of society,97 and many subjects may feel they 
can be a part of social change, and this may be the trade or exchange 
they need in order to be willing participants in otherwise enormously 
vulnerable situations.   
 
In In The American West, many of Avedon’s subjects may have felt that 
by agreeing to participate, there was a ‘pay-off’ or exchange; an 
expectation that there was something in it for them.  This expectation 
may have included the opportunity to become somewhat of a celebrity (if 
their image was selected and shown in a gallery space98) or a monetary 
pay-off should their image be sold.  At the very least, there was a form of 
                                                
96
 Christian Frei, War Photographer. Praesens-Film AG, Duration/Format: 94 minutes/35mm. 2001. 97	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	98	There	are	references	to	this	in	Laura	Wilson’s	book,	Avedon	At	Work	and	also	in	some	of	the	archival	notes	held	at	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art.		This	sentiment	was	also	confirmed	in	conversation	with	Laura	Wilson,	held	during	an	interview	Tuesday	5th	of	May	2015,	Dallas,	Texas,	USA.	
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exchange taking place; they gave their time for the possibility of seeing 
their image up in lights in a gallery.  Aside from a cursory mention of a 
possible US$25 payment,99 and what was revealed in conversation with 
Mrs Wilson100 as a sort of ‘payment’ of a copy of the final book and an 
8x10” print, for those whose images were used in the final exhibition, 
there is little discussion of any other interaction with the majority of 
subjects once the project was finished.101  Avedon’s consent form for asks 
that the subjects give, “unrestricted use of the photographs in any form or 
medium (including magazines, exhibitions or books) to Richard Avedon.  
In somewhat of an exchange, and as an acknowledgement of the one-
sided nature of his transaction, “ … Richard Avedon shall not use the 
photographs in connection with the sale or endorsement of any 
commercial product.”   
 
I AM NOT A CELEBRITY 
What effect did Avedon’s celebrity have in enticing some subjects and in 
appealing to their vanity?  Avedon and his team talk about how if there 
was any hesitancy from a subject in being involved, mentioning his fame 
as a celebrity photographer102 was usually enough to get their compliance, 
as though this hint of potentially achieving their own celebrity overcame 
any initial misgivings.   
                                                99	See	Appendix	3	for	a	transcript	of	the	meeting	between	Richard	Avedon,	Mitchell	Wilder	(Director	of	the	Amon	Carter	Museum	of	American	Art	at	the	time	of	the	Project),	Laura	Wilson,	Ron	Tyler	(then	Curator)	and	Martha	Sandweiss.	“Notes	from	meeting	with	Avedon	–	6	August	1979	(File	17	August	’79)”	100	See	Appendix	4	for	notes	from	the	meeting	between	Mrs	Laura	Wilson	and	myself,	held	5th	of	May,	2015	in	Dallas,	Texas.	101	In	an	earlier	chapter	I	mention	some	relationships	built	and	maintained	by	Avedon,	but	these	are	largely	the	exception	to	the	norm.		See	Laura	Wilson,	page	111,	Avedon	at	work:	In	The	American	West.	Austin:	University	of	Texas	Press,	2003	for	example	or	repeat	visits.	102	This	was	reinforced	in	person	by	Mrs	Wilson	and	also	discussed	at	the	September	14,	1985	seminar	-	see	Appendices	2	and	4	for	a	selected	transcript	of	notes	from	this	seminar.	
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For my own project, I have no celebrity status.  Instead I am met with 
scepticism and doubt.  ‘I’m not very interesting, you should try such and 
such.’  ‘Why would you want to photograph me?’  ‘Nah mate, no one 
comes in my house, if they do, I’ll shoot ‘em.’103  Convincing people of the 
project’s worth is the challenge.  It restricts me and raises my anxieties.  
Why do I want to photograph these people?  What is it about their story, 
their life that so intrigues me?  How do I let them know this without 
sounding like I am there purely to exploit them for my gain, for my 
voyeuristic pleasure?  How does one explain that the fascination is that 
theirs is a life I have not lived, and so many others have not lived?  The 
introduction process is not as structured as Avedon’s — due in part to the 
changing nature of communities and my own methodological practice.  I 
want it to be more organic than In The American West, whereby Laura 
Wilson used a large number of contacts to arrange initial meetings.  This 
approach has its merits, and I have borrowed aspects of it — using word 
of mouth and anecdotal accounts of places to visit, some of which have 
totally disappeared.  In some areas I struggled so much with door 
knocking and introducing myself, I recruited helpers to arrange 
introductions; for example, in one location a local artist, in another a part-
time ambulance worker and a shop owner.  One crucial finding from this 
process was that it introduced yet another level of complexity and 
expectation — expectation regarding what each party was looking for in a 
subject, and complexity in that the ‘helper’ feels they have an investment 
in the process, and therefore should have a say in what the images should 
                                                103	This	is	a	selection	of	comments	from	various	participants	over	the	course	of	the	research	project.	
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look like.  In summary, the additional level of interaction only raised 
further anxieties amongst potential subjects; however, word of mouth 
references from subject to potential subject were useful and definitely 
aided the process.   
 
In this chapter I have discussed Richard Avedon’s In The American West 
as a key case study, allowing me to highlight where my methodology 
progresses documentary photography beyond the critiques of Azoulay, 
Berger, Sontag and others as an historically and traditionally exploitative 
process.  I argue that through developing a sense of trade or exchange in 
the photographic encounter, and working with subjects’ ideas and 
expectations of the images, the potential for exploitation as perceived by 
subjects can be greatly reduced.  In the upcoming chapter to I discuss my 
second case study, Walker Evans and James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise 
Famous Men, to further develop my arguments for spending extended 
periods of time with subjects and for their greater involvement in all 
stages of the documentary process in order to reduce the potential for 
exploitation. 
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Chapter 3 – Walker Evans and James 
Agee Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 
 
In 1936 photographer Walker Evans and writer James Agee accepted an 
assignment from Fortune magazine to produce an article on the living 
conditions of sharecroppers (tenant farmers) in the American south.  The 
original article never made it to print, and instead the resulting work, now 
commonly known as Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (originally titled 
‘Three Tenant Families’104 and envisaged as a larger volume of works), 
published in 1941, broke new ground in the way it was produced.  Agee 
spent a period of time living105 with the subjects to get a greater 
understanding of their conditions as well as to get ‘closer’ to his subjects, 
striving to record “the cruel radiance of what is.”106  Agee writes in the 
preface that he intended his prose to be read continuously and aloud, and 
like watching a screen play or listening to piece of music with no 
interruptions, except where natural pauses occur.  He acknowledged that 
whilst this process may reflect a clumsy approach, it might also indicate 
the difficulty he faced in writing about three tenant families.107  Evans 
                                                104	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	105	There	is	considerable	contention	over	the	actual	time	spent,	and	it	is	generally	accepted	he	spent	between	two	and	three	weeks	living	with	the	Gudgers,	one	of	the	three	tenant	farming	families).		In	Agee’s	journals	cited	James	Agee	
Rediscovered:	the	journals	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men	and	Other	New	Manuscripts.		Edited	by	Michael	A.	Lofaro	and	Hugh	Davis,	University	of	Tennessee	Press;	1st	edition	(2005),	Agee	states	that	he	and	Evans	spent	about	8	weeks	in	the	south	working	on	the	project,	and	he	himself	spent	two	to	three	weeks	living	with	the	families.	106	Taken	from	the	Introduction	to	the	New	Edition	by	John	Hersey,	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	
Famous	Men	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941	–	New	Edition	2001.	107	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	
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spent approximately two weeks visiting with the families,108 and at the 
time of making the images, neither he nor Agee stayed on the farms with 
them, preferring instead to stay in a hotel in town and visit daily.109  As I 
am arguing, Evans felt that being able to spend prolonged periods of time 
with his subjects changed the dynamic of the relationship and the 
subsequent intimacy of the images made during the photographic 
encounter.   
 
PAYMENT FOR SERVICES 
It is important at this point to discuss payment as it relates to Evans and 
Agee’s documentary methodology, as there is uncertainty in the literature 
surrounding this issue as well as uncertainty about any embellishment or 
deliberate oversight in Agee’s writing on this matter.  Whilst there a 
significant number of articles, essays and books written on the Let Us Now 
Praise Famous Men project, none are conclusive about whether payments 
were made to the subjects pre or post project.  However, I have found 
two such references to payment which would have changed the 
subject/photographer relationship.  The first is on page 42 of James Agee 
Rediscovered: the journals of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men and Other 
New Manuscripts (2005) and reads:   
 
… I am wondering whether (A) the money order got through 
to Burroughs and (B) whether he passed it on to Tingle and 
                                                108	Taken	from	the	introduction	by	John	Hersey,	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001,	page	xvii.	109	John	Hersey	discusses	this	in	his	introduction	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	as	do	Dale	Maharidge	and	Michael	Williamson,	And	Their	Children	After	Them:	The	Legacy	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	James	Agee,	Walker	Evans.	Pantheon	Books,	Random	House,	New	York,	1989	
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Fields110.  No mention of it anywhere.  I give no damn for mention 
needless to say but I am curious did they get it.111 
 
 
It is unclear from the journal entry what the money order is for, as the 
editors make no comments on these transcribed journal entries, letters or 
drafted manuscript.  All we are given is the indication that it is from a 
letter written by Agee to Evans sometime after the project finished.112   
 
The second reference to a payment comes from Evans himself, during an 
interview and is reproduced in part in Walker Evans at Work (1982),113 
where Evans states: 
 
… we compensated these people.  We bought them, in a way.  
That sounds more corrupt than it was meant to be.  We went into 
their houses as paying guests, and we told them what we were 
doing, and we sort of paid them for that…114 
 
These references to payment raise very important questions about the 
dynamic of the whole project.  It could simply be that the money order 
and the payment as ‘paying guests’ were a show of goodwill by the 
makers to thank the subjects for their hospitality or as recompense for 
                                                110	The	‘Burroughs’,	‘Tingles’	and	‘Fields’	are	the	real	names	of	the	subjects	in	the	book	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	whom	Evans	and	Agee	gave	the	pseudonyms	the	‘Gudgers’,	the	‘Ricketts’	and	the	‘Woods’	respectively.	111	James	Agee	Rediscovered:	the	journals	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men	and	Other	New	Manuscripts.		Edited	by	Michael	A.	Lofaro	and	Hugh	Davis,	University	of	Tennessee	Press;	1st	edition	(2005).	112	An	exact	date	is	not	included,	however	from	the	dates	included	on	other	archival	material	in	the	book,	James	Agee	
Rediscovered:	the	journals	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men	and	Other	New	Manuscripts.		Edited	by	Michael	A.	Lofaro	and	Hugh	Davis,	University	of	Tennessee	Press;	1st	edition	(2005),	I	would	suggest	it	is	sometime	in	1937.	113	Jerry	L	Thompson,	Walker	Evans	at	Work,	Thames	and	Hudson,	London,	(1982).	114	Jerry	L	Thompson,	Pg.	125,	Walker	Evans	at	Work,	Thames	and	Hudson,	London,	(1982).	
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food and lodging.  However, if this was indeed a payment made purely for 
their involvement, it has the potential to drastically alter the 
subject/photographer relationship and therefore the way an audience 
reads/views the project.  Documentaries rely on non-paid actors, ‘real 
people’ to tell the story the documentary maker wants to show, and 
payment gives the maker more scope to direct and to control those 
involved.  In Evans and Agee’s case, it would have greatly skewed their 
methodology blurring the lines between documentary and constructed 
fiction.  Paying the subjects would have allowed Agee and Evans to 
document what they wanted, when and how they wanted to, as the 
payment would have acted as a contract between subject and 
photographer.  
 
These references to payment also raise significant questions as to the 
authenticity of Agee’s writing.  We know that Evans’ photographs are of 
real people, in a real environment, but it is accepted that elements within 
them have been organised and the subjects orchestrated by the 
photographer during the encounter.  If there was a payment, the process 
of asking the family members pose for the camera, would have been far 
easier.  By rearranging items or choosing where to place people in his 
compositions, Evans moved from purely objective documentarian to 
subjective photographer, and in choosing to include or exclude certain 
information about the families’ lives, Evans shows the audience what he 
felt was important.  Agee’s writing reveals to the reader that he felt a 
deep need to be respectful of his subjects and what he had come to feel 
for them, and that for him, it was impossible to record it in any other way 
	 76	
than what he saw.  A payment, if one was made, may have initially 
permitted access and proximity to the families, but time and mutual 
respect would only have served to develop the warmth he felt for them:  
 
… and what seems to me most important of all: namely, that 
these I will write of are human beings, living in this world, innocent 
of such twistings as these which are taking place over their heads; 
and that they were dwelt among, investigated, spied on, revered, 
and loved … and that they are now being looked into by still others, 
who have picked up their living as if it were a book … almost 
certainly in a lack of consciousness and conscience, remotely 
appropriate to the enormity of what they are doing.115 
  
How much did, or would, the relationship change because of a payment?  
Were any of the encounters between Agee and the tenant families as 
genuine as he described?  When writing of the friendships and familial 
bonds he developed, how much did a payment influence what the subjects 
were willing to show and share of themselves?  Given that they were not 
only acutely aware of the reasons Evans and Agee were there (and hoping 
their presence would lead to a change in their living conditions116), any 
payment must have impacted on the roles between subject and 
documenter/photographer/writer.   
                                                115	Pgs.	12	and	13	of	the	preface,	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	116	The	project’s	notes,	held	in	the	archives	at	the	Metropolitan	Museum	in	New	York,	show	that	the	tenant	farmers	had	the	purpose	of	the	project	explained	to	them,	including	the	broader	reasoning	behind	Fortune	Magazine	funding	Evans	and	Agee.		Dale	Maharidge	and	Michael	Williamson,	And	Their	Children	After	Them:	The	Legacy	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	
Famous	Men,	James	Agee,	Walker	Evans.	Pantheon	Books,	Random	House,	New	York,	1989	also	explains	that	the	three	tenant	families	also	initially	assumed	that	Evans	and	Agee	were	from	the	Government	and	could	potentially	assist	them	with	relief	work	or	payments.	
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From my own fieldwork, working with people in small towns in decline in 
Australia, it is clear that relationships developed over time influence the 
interactions between subjects and the photographer more than any dollar 
value ever could.  I would argue, just as Evans and Agee would have 
hoped, that by spending a prolonged period of time with the families, they 
could become closer and present more a less guarded reality –freer of the 
roles subjects and photographers consciously yet perhaps unwittingly play 
during a photographic encounter – allowing them to exchange friendship 
for documentary material. 
 
SPYING ON THE SPY 
The notion of role-playing, as discussed in earlier chapters and noted in 
the writings of Bill Nichols,117 takes a turn in Maharidge and Williamson’s 
And Their Children After Them (1989).  Maharidge and Williamson expose 
the contemporary reader to a passage of events apparently unknown to 
Evans and Agee at the time.  Using notes gathered from personal diaries 
and recollections taken from the subjects themselves much later in life, 
they disclose that the subjects had been as curious of Evans and Agee as 
they had been of them.  The chapter ‘Woods, 1936 – 1940’118 details that 
Emma, a member of the Woods family, had secretly gone through Agee’s 
belongings in a quest to find more about him: 
 
                                                117	Bill	Nichols,	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)	118	Dale	Maharidge	and	Michael	Williamson,	And	Their	Children	After	Them:	The	Legacy	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	
James	Agee,	Walker	Evans.	Pantheon	Books,	Random	House,	New	York,	1989	
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As much as the writer had been prepared to learn about the 
tenants, Emma, at least, was as curious to know more about him.  
The two cultures were locked in intrigue.  Agee didn’t want to look 
like a big-city Harvard intellectual, which he was.  That would have 
turned them off.  While Agee was in Alabama, his accent ‘veered 
towards country-southern,’ Evans wrote, suggesting, ‘I may say he 
got away with this to the families and to himself.’  Agee did not do 
this with malicious intent — he truly liked these people who would 
become his story — but because he wanted them to like and trust 
him and not see him in the same, bad light he saw those who had 
sent him. 
The families played along with this game, prepared for their 
own part to let him believe they were something they weren’t.  Agee 
was convinced, or convinced himself, that he was seeing them for 
what they really were, that they could not hide themselves from him, 
but at least in some respects they proved smarter than he admitted.  
There was a lot they didn’t show and he never learned.119 
 
Whilst this is the author’s interpretation, one could argue that this 
passage shows that even with the time spent in close proximity, a true 
documentation or facsimile of events can never take place as each party 
remains aware of the roles being played and how they would like to be 
shown.  However, one could also argue, that with the roles being defined 
by this proximity, a truer understanding of the expectations of each party 
is much more possible, therefore allowing for a far greater intimacy of 
                                                119	Dale	Maharidge	and	Michael	Williamson,	taken	from	the	chapter	titled	‘Woods’,	Pg.	56	And	Their	Children	After	Them:	
The	Legacy	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	James	Agee,	Walker	Evans.	Pantheon	Books,	Random	House,	New	York,	1989	
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work and truth to be recorded in the photographic encounter.  What is 
fascinating to consider in relation to both Avedon (In The American West) 
and Evans/Agee (Let Us Now Praise Famous Men), is how each party 
chose to portray truth, or their version of it, through how they shot their 
subjects and how they shaped their behaviour towards the subjects in 
order to come across as ‘more like them’ — Agee with his accents and 
Avedon with his body language.120  Avedon takes the paradigm of the 
celebrity portrait session and takes it to his ‘low’ documentary subjects, 
whereas Evans/Agee take care to honour their ‘low’ documentary subjects 
as though they are worthy of celebrity.  If both are 
documenting/photographing their imagined/mythic idea of what is out 
there in the American west, is one ‘truer’ than the other?  Does ‘truth’ also 
relate to how the subjects were sourced for the relevant projects?  Is this 
an issue?  In my research, scrutinising their respective methodologies, the 
crux is the way the images were made during the encounter between 
subject and photographer in order to present their interpretation, their 
‘imagining’, of their subjects, rather than any notion of absolute truth in 
the documentary process. 
 
A FALSIFICATION OR TRUTH OMITTED 
Agee writes that he and Evans chanced upon the three tenant farming 
families quite by chance.  Yet further investigations into Maharidge and 
Williamson’s writing uncovers more to the story and exposes the fictional 
                                                120	The	mention	of	Agee	shaping	his	language	is	taken	from	page	Dale	Maharidge	and	Michael	Williamson,	chapter	titled	‘Woods’,	Pg.	56	And	Their	Children	After	Them:	The	Legacy	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	James	Agee,	Walker	Evans.	Pantheon	Books,	Random	House,	New	York,	1989.		And	references	to	Avedon	mimicking	his	subjects	or	using	his	body	language	to	mimic	his	behaviour	is	spread	throughout	transcript	notes	from	the	seminar,	September	14,	1985	and	references	to	this	can	also	be	cited	in	Laura	Wilsons	Avedon	At	Work	(2003).	
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narrative nature of Agee’s writing:  Agee is given the task of driving 
Emma (a member of the Woods family as mentioned above) to meet her 
husband.  Emma is to wait at her older brother Gallatin Woods’ farm.  
Maharidge and Williamson write about an earlier interaction between Agee 
and Woods: 
 
Gallatin had met Agee once before … Agee told everyone that 
he and Evans had chanced upon the Gudger, Ricketts and Woods 
families by accident when the three men had gone together to seek 
relief help in Centerboro.  But in fact Gallatin had pointed Agee in 
their direction some days before that first meeting.  Agee was not 
interested in Gallatin.  ‘You’re above average,’ Gallatin recalls Agee 
saying. 
‘They didn’t want anything to do with me, ‘ says Gallatin.  ‘I told 
him where daddy and his family lived.  I told them they would be 
average.  Daddy was poor enough for them.  I was making a living.  
They didn’t want to talk to anybody who was making a living.121 
 
Crudely, one might take from this passage that documentary work can be 
melded to suit the needs of a journalist.  However, it would not have been 
Evans and Agee’s intent to deliberately deceive the viewer and the reader, 
it was merely that they felt charged with a task to complete, and 
therefore only included what was necessary to their cause.  The 
Evans/Agee work is all about truth and honesty and the process of living 
                                                121	Dale	Maharidge	and	Michael	Williamson,	taken	from	the	chapter	titled	‘Woods’,	Pg.	57	And	Their	Children	After	Them:	
The	Legacy	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	James	Agee,	Walker	Evans.	Pantheon	Books,	Random	House,	New	York,	1989	
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with these “undefended and appallingly damaged group of human 
beings.”122 
 
Agee spends a great deal of time talking about his writing process, 
struggling with the recounts and making sure they are as honest and true 
as can be.  It is here that he laments the shortcomings of writing and 
champions the (relatively new) role of photography: 
 
One reason I so deeply care for the camera is just this.  So far 
as it goes (which is, in its own realm, as absolute anyhow as the 
traveling distance of words or sound), and handled cleanly and 
literally in its own terms, as an ice-cold, some ways limited, some 
ways more capable, eye, it is, like the phonograph record and like 
scientific instruments and unlike and other leverage of art, incapable 
of recording anything but absolute, dry truth. 
 
Who, what, where, when and why (or how) is the primal cliché 
and complacency of journalism: but I do not wish to appear to speak 
favourably of journalism.  I have never yet seen a piece of 
journalism which conveyed more than the slightest fraction of what 
any even moderately reflective and sensitive person would mean and 
intend by those inachievable words, and that fraction itself I have 
                                                122	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	7,	Preamble,	Book	2,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941.	
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never seen clean of one or another degree of patent, to say nothing 
of essential, falsehood.123  
 
These tortured self-reflective moments, which are frequent, reveal his 
anguish at writing an honest and true account of what he sees and smells 
and feels and experiences during his encounter – experiences that are 
only gained from proximity to his subjects.  To some degree this captures 
my own fears and anxieties: how best to show what I experience in the 
time with my subjects?  I will use the case study of Oliver Chojnacki, Ollie 
— Fig. xii. below and in the photobook Other People’s Lives, to elaborate 
on this.  We have met on numerous occasions and I often get phone calls 
and text message updates from him about his health (he is battling 
bladder cancer).  He has invited me to stay and always wants to cook for 
me, and as a keen gamer has set up a computer profile for me so that 
whenever I visit my information is stored and ready for me.  He takes 
pleasure in my visits and will go so far as to show me everything from his 
colostomy bag, to the latest piece of music he has written.  The real 
struggle/burden/worry is that I am potentially opening Ollie up to further 
exploitation once the project is over through this trusting relationship; I 
have become an extension of his social network.  How will I maintain my 
relationships with my subjects once I have completed my PhD? 
 
                                                123	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	234,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	
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Fig. xii. Hardy Lohse, Ollie, Stockinbingal, 2014. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
Agee doesn’t have an answer for this torment either.  In his sermon-like 
writing, he discusses his fears of what will become of his subjects once his 
time with them comes to an end, a fear also echoed by Avedon.124  
 
BY RECALL AND MEMORY 
As mentioned above, Agee felt the need to extol the virtues of the camera 
as a recorder, but also warned that with this ease comes “… its greatest 
danger against the good use of the camera…”125 adding that “words … are 
the most inevitably inaccurate of all mediums of record and 
communication … through inaccuracy of meaning as well as inaccuracy of 
emotion…”126  This leaves me at sea, for in my own research I thought I 
had found the answer to my photographic shortcomings: words!  The 
resolution arrived at in my third year was that my images and my words 
                                                124	As	is	typical	of	James	Agee’s	writing	style,	no	single	page	can	be	quoted	for	this	theme,	however,	the	entire	Part	
Three:	Induction	(pages	361-432)	from	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	taken	from	page	236,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	
Men	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001,	can	be	cited	as	an	example.		Laura	Wilson,	Pg.	129,	Avedon	at	work:	In	The	American	West.	Austin:	University	of	Texas	Press,	2003.	125	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	236,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	126	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pgs.	236	and	237,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	
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of recount combine to give my interpretation of what occurred during each 
encounter, and are therefore as accurate as they can be in telling my 
version of the events.   
 
Agee appeared to arrive at a similar resolution, stating that that even the 
most careful recording can blur into imaginative recall:  
 
By recall and memory from the present: which is a part of the 
experience: and includes imagination … so is any piece of human 
experience.127 Going on to say that: …the Photographs are not 
illustrative.  They, and the text, are coequal, mutually independent 
and fully collaborative.128 
 
 
He goes on to describe how he would present the work if it were left to 
him, free of words: 
 
…It would be photographs; the rest would be fragments of 
cloth, bits of cotton, lumps of earth, records of speech, pieces of 
wood and iron, phials of odours, plates of food and excrement…129 
 
All this is well and good, however Sontag writes in On Photography (1976) 
that:  
                                                127	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	243,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	128	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	[xlvii]	in	the	Preface	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	129	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	
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In fact, words do speak louder than pictures.  Captions do 
tend to override the evidence of our eyes; but no caption can 
permanently restrict or secure a picture’s meaning.130   
 
So how best to show what I want to show?  Will captions or introductory 
texts for each series or potential chapters address what I perceive as 
shortcomings?  Will text help address any limitations or give more of an 
insight into the selection of images based on the encounter I experienced?   
 
Evans and Agee struggled with these notions of truth, memory, recall, 
text and image captions, mirroring my own concerns.  This led me into yet 
further areas of investigation: can I deliberately exclude something (an 
image, a part of an image, an interaction, etc.) if it better serves the 
overall project?  Can I arrange something (a table setting, a group of 
people etc,) if it adds to the overall project?  James R. Mellows, in Chapter 
14, Walker Evans; A Curious Piece Of Work,131 (1999) discusses a number 
of the photographs made for Let Us Now Praise Famous Men and their 
deliberate inclusion or exclusion in the final exhibition.  The idea of telling 
a story through a selection of images in documentary work raises the 
concept of expectation132 in the encounter.  It is important to clarify here 
that expectation can be applied three ways: to those consenting to be 
                                                130	Susan	Sontag,	Pgs.	108-109	On	Photography,	New	York,	USA	Picador,	1976.	131	James	R.	Mellows,	Walker	Evans,	Chapter	14,	A	Curious	Piece	Of	Work,	Basic	Books,	New	York,	1999	132	James	R.	Mellows,	Walker	Evans,	Chapter	14,	Pg.	328	A	Curious	Piece	Of	Work,	Basic	Books,	New	York,	1999	
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photographed, to one who consents to make the photograph, and to those 
who eventually view it.  Mellows uses an example of two images133 
essentially showing the same scene — a portrait of the Burroughs family.  
Mellows argues one (Fig. xiii.) is the result of an event instigated by Floyd 
Burroughs134 (Floyd was head of the Burroughs family, one of the three 
tenant farmer families used as subjects in Let Us Now Praise Famous 
Men), ‘where everyone in the picture is properly dressed and groomed in 
their Sunday clothes.’   
 
 
Fig. xiii. Walker Evans, from Let Us Now Praise Famous Men collection of images held in the 
Department of Photographs at Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. 
 
                                                133	The	images	were	made	around	the	same	time	and	unfortunately,	neither	of	which	are	reproduced	in	his	book,	however	they	are	available	by	comparing	one	from	the	original	book	with	another	from	the	larger	collection	of	images	held	in	the	Department	of	Photographs	at	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art	in	New	York	–	Fig.	xi	and	Fig.	xii.	134	See	Fig.	xiii.	
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Fig. xiv. Walker Evans, from Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Walker Evans and James Agee, Let Us 
Now Praise Famous Men, Houghton Mifflin, Boston. First published 1941, New Edition, 2001. 
 
The other (Fig. xiv.) is more casual, seemingly depicting the family 
seemingly going about their business ‘with less concern for formal 
composition’ and with the subjects in more informal attire.135  Mellows 
describes the former photo as ‘a bit slack and mundane for an Evans 
photograph’ and claims that ‘It is the kind of photograph that Floyd would 
consider appropriate’.136  It may have been made for this purpose alone, 
but clearly not one Evans felt was true to his intention, as it didn’t show 
what he wanted to show of his encounter.  Mellows’ discussion shows not 
only an exchange or trade taking place — you get an image you want, if I 
get an image I want – but also highlights the expectations of those in the 
images, and those viewing them.  What this reveals is that Evans’ process 
was mutually beneficial.  The exchange allowed each party (Floyd 
Burroughs as the subject and Walker Evans as the photographer) to get 
what they wanted, and that there was an element of unspoken trust in the 
process.  Of the image made purely for the family, Mellows writes ‘the 
                                                135	See	Fig,	xiv.	136	James	R.	Mellows,	Walker	Evans,	Chapter	14,	Pg.	328	A	Curious	Piece	Of	Work,	Basic	Books,	New	York,	1999	
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family appear here with their hopes and ambitions, seen as they would 
prefer to be seen’.  Whereas others that Evans made, were more for the 
‘purposes of social propaganda’ … and that their ‘very ordinariness would 
have been part of its documentary accuracy.’137 
 
In the ‘Notes and Appendices’ section of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, 
Margaret Bourke-White, renowned for You Have Seen Their Faces, a 
project that also focused on share-croppers states: 
 
I believe too, that photographs are true interpretation.  One 
photograph might lie, but a group of pictures can’t.  I could have 
taken one picture of share-croppers, for example, showing them 
toasting their toes and playing their banjos and being pretty happy.  
In a group of pictures, however, you would have seen the cracks on 
the wall and the expressions on their faces … photographs really 
have to tell the truth.138 
 
Margaret Bourke-White suggests here that one image can show one 
version of an encounter or an event but that isn’t necessarily the truth or 
representative of a whole, whereas through a series of images it is harder 
to use the camera to lie.  More difficult to define is the delineation 
between truth and objectivity in photographic images.  In my Introduction 
                                                137	James	R.	Mellows,	Walker	Evans,	Chapter	14,	Pg.	328,	A	Curious	Piece	Of	Work,	Basic	Books,	New	York,	1999	138	Taken	from	the	Notes	and	Appendices	section,	Pg.	453	of	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	
Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	
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I discussed documentary photography as traditionally being associated 
with objectivity and fact, but also with human experience and emotion.139  
The combination of fact and human emotion means that truth will be 
subjective.  What is presented is a version of events experienced by the 
photographer and it is therefore more realistic to suggest that honesty is 
the Holy Grail in documentary photography.    
 
 
SPIES MOVING DELICATELY AMONG THE ENEMY 
What I feel is most successful about the Evans/Agee project is the written 
descriptions by Agee.  James R. Mellows in Walker Evans140 (1999) refers 
to them as ‘heroic descriptions’, very different from what Evans caught in 
the camera.141   Agee writes of the smells, the clothing, the noises the 
houses made and of the ever-present sexual tension he feels while there.  
It is through Agee’s writing that I start to understand that a photograph 
can only do so much for the viewer.  One needs Agee’s skilled prose to get 
the full picture – to describe everything the camera is unable to record.  
Agee provides us with a complement to Evans’ photographs and the 
visceral and temporal experience - the immersive approach that a 
photograph cannot always provide.   
 
When the images are viewed with Agee’s text they take you further into 
the families’ lives.  Even with his extended period living with the families, 
                                                139	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	140	James	R.	Mellows,	Walker	Evans,	Basic	Books,	New	York,	1999	141	James	R.	Mellows,	Walker	Evans,	Chapter	14,	Pg.	315,	‘A	Curious	Piece	of	Work’,	Basic	Books,	New	York,	1999	
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Agee lamented that he and Evans still had an outsider’s perspective and 
were able to return to their comfortable lives and to reflect on the 
experience with the benefit of distance, thinking of themselves as “spies, 
moving delicately among the enemy.”142  
 
What I am acutely aware of, and perhaps what has added to the 
complexity of the photographic exchange, is the sense of total self-
consciousness about the intrusiveness of the encounter for the project, or 
at least, the potential intrusiveness of the project.  Agee, in his constantly 
tormented state of being, wrote: 
 
… to pry intimately into the lives of an undefended and 
appallingly damaged group of human beings, an ignorant and 
helpless rural family, for the purpose of parading the nakedness, 
disadvantage and humiliation of these lives before another group of 
human beings, in the name of science, of ‘honest journalism’ 
(documentary photography even) ... for money and for reputation ... 
seems to me curious, obscene and unfathomably mysterious.143   
 
This self-confession is similar to Avedon’s admission mentioned earlier, “I 
just hope that I was true to something that they might be able to feel 
good about.”144   And whilst Agee wrote of the obscenity involved in 
showing details of his subjects’ lives, he published a whole book 
                                                142	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	5,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	143	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	7,	Preamble,	Book	2,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941.	144	Excerpt	taken	from	the	Panel	Discussion	notes	held	14	September	1985,	full	transcription	is	61	pages	and	held	at	the	Amon	Carter	Museum,	Fort	Worth,	Texas.	See	Appendix	2	for	more.	
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describing their nakedness, disadvantage and humiliation that they felt 
because of their desperate situation.  If nothing else, I know I am not the 
first to suffer a crisis of conscience.  I am also not alone in taking pleasure 
from looking at the lives of others and reproducing and communicating as 
nearly exactly as possible what I see and experience.145  Paula 
Rabinotiwtz, in her series of essays on the politics of documentaries is 
critical of those like Evans’ and Agee’s that combine documentary and 
narrative in allowing the outsider – the voyeur – the thrill of looking: 
“Voyeurism and its attendant sadism is at the heart of the documentary 
narrative.”’146 
 
Evans and Agee’s work had a social basis to it, they were working in the 
belief that they could bring the appallingly neglected lives of southern 
American sharecroppers and tenant farmers into the public consciousness 
and institute change.  My project has none of this.  I hope to show the 
reality of my subject’s situation and give it the recognition it deserves.  I 
do not feel they are neglected or disadvantaged and need rescuing.  I feel 
they have a life that needs to be acknowledged.  
 
Through my analysis of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men I strengthened my 
position that spending prolonged periods of time with subjects assists in 
capturing a deeper reality.  I also resolved that developing a sense of 
trade and exchange over a period of time is essential to improving 
documentary photography’s methodology and the photographic 
                                                145	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	232,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941.	146	Paula	Rabinowitz,	They	Must	Be	Represented:	The	Politics	of	Documentary,	Verso,	London,	1994	
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encounter.  I have arrived at the conclusion that any monetary payment 
directly influences the relationship between subject and photographer, 
giving the photographer more scope to direct subjects and a greater 
potential for exploitation.  I have also explored the relationships between 
image and text, coming to an understanding that when paired correctly, 
context is added for the viewer, helping to clarify the intention of the 
photographer and further reduce the potential for exploitation and 
humiliation of subjects.   
 
In the following chapter I investigate and reflect on aesthetic and 
technical considerations of my research project, discussing the fine 
balance of photographing what is before me without misconstruing my 
subjects’ situations — showing them for what they are and how they wish 
to be portrayed — not sensationalising, misrepresenting or exploiting 
them for my gain.  I also present arguments for and against the 
photobook as the preferred medium of dissemination for documentary 
photography. 
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Chapter 4 – (The Trouble With) 
Developing An Aesthetic: The Notion Of 
‘The Outsider’ Looking In 
 
Like literature, photography is best when it looks at ordinary 
things rather than sensational ones.  This gets closer to the truth, 
just as ordinary people are closer to the truth than politicians and 
heroes.  Anybody can photograph sensationalism because it’s 
exciting and dramatic but it takes a good storyteller to photograph 
nothing in particular.147 
 
In this chapter I discuss technical considerations, experiments with text 
and audio as possible accompaniments to photographic prints, and 
designing the photobook Other People’s Lives (2016).  I also consider the 
resulting bodies of work I produced:  Jeff Yard, Murrayville; Oliver 
Chojnacki, Stockinbingal; Sue Budworth-West, Gulargambone; Barry 
Harland, Gulargambone; Andrew Kirby, Robinvale; Lindsey Lee Stewart, 
Sunset Strip; Ernest William Allen, Sunset Strip; Max Linton Smith, Sunset 
Strip; Lefty, Oodla Wirra; Athol and Gwen Jenkins, Kangaroo Hill; and Zoe 
Erbacher, Wingham.  I examine the influences behind the research 
                                                147	Larry	Towell,	quoted	pg.	459	in	Magnum	Stories,	Phaidon	Press,	London,	2004.	Cited	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	
Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	
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project’s aesthetic and final presentation and outline reasons for my 
research on selected critical writing on the photobook.  
 
Developing a methodology that aims to reduce or remove the potential for 
exploitation in the photographic encounter impacted not only on how the 
images were made, but also on which images became part of the final 
exhibition.  Working in the manner I developed meant that to a large 
extent, each photograph and its outcome was negotiated with my 
subjects.  It is true that this methodology placed limitations on what I 
could shoot, but this was all part of the delicate dance that risked all and 
evolved with each subject.  I found that to work effectively, I needed to 
gain an understanding of the importance of the photographic image for 
the subject during the encounter, and in doing this I discovered that it 
often served to develop the narrative further.   
 
I began by researching and questioning what photographs represent more 
generally to viewers.  I came away with the understanding that 
photographs present memories, experiences, and evidence of events 
having occurred, making present what has passed or what is now 
absent.148  John Berger argues that what makes photographic images real 
is their meaningfulness to the viewer; they draw on one’s own experience 
and social memory to bring the viewer to an understanding of what is 
                                                148	John	Tagg,	The	Burden	of	Representation:	Essays	on	Photographies	and	Histories,	Macmillan,	London,	1988.	
	 95	
taking place in the photograph.149  In Camera Lucida (1982), Roland 
Barthes introduces the idea of studium and punctum in the photographic 
image.  Studium is to engage with the photograph, to participate in it, to 
get something from the detail contained within it.  Punctum is the 
photograph’s accident, an element that is poignant to the viewer.  Barthes 
explains that to recognise studium, we are encountering the 
“photographer’s intentions … to … approve or disapprove of them, but 
always to understand them … in … a contract arrived at between creators 
and consumers.”150  
 
He goes on to state that in some instances photographs have the ability to 
teach based on what they contain and that this will be more or less the 
same for each viewer: 
 
When William Klein photographs ‘Mayday, 1959’ he teaches 
me how Russians dress (which after all I don’t know): I note a 
boy’s big cloth cap, another’s necktie, an old woman’s scarf around 
her head, a youth’s haircut, etc.  I can enter still further into such 
details…151 
 
                                                149	John	Berger,	About	Looking,	Writers	and	Readers	Publishing,	London,	1980.	150	Roland	Barthes.	Camera	Lucida:	Reflections	on	Photography.	First	Published	1982	in	Great	Britain	by	Jonathon	Cape.		New	Edition	by	Vintage,	London,	England,	2000.	151		Roland	Barthes,	Pgs.	28,	29,	30.	Camera	Lucida:	Reflections	on	Photography.	First	Published	1982	in	Great	Britain	by	Jonathon	Cape.		New	Edition	by	Vintage,	London,	England,	2000.	
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And yet the punctum of any image, according to Barthes, will be different 
for every viewer.  “Very often the Punctum is a detail, i.e. a partial 
object,”152 and may therefore be entirely different from one person to 
another based on what may arouse sympathy, interest, curiosity, etc. 
 
Why I introduce studium and punctum at this juncture is that they raise 
the level of difficulty in producing a body of work that aims to dramatically 
reduce the potential for exploitation.  Each viewer will have a different 
reading based not only on their understanding of what the image 
represents — the studium (from experience and social memory), but also 
based on what appeals to them — the punctum.  Therefore what is 
represented, what the image shows, is not the only consideration to make 
when assessing how someone may view an image.    
 
In documentary photography, this representation of reality goes a step 
further in that there is also an expectation of immediacy and truth as 
defining points, where the maker seeks a way to scrutinise, represent and 
create discourse on the subject matter as it unfolds.153  As an outsider to 
an event, the photographer will choose to compose, shoot, include and 
exclude, and further edit for shadows and highlights etcetera based on 
their understanding of what was occurring at the time the shutter was 
pressed.  In Engaged Observers: Documentary Photography since the 
Sixties (2010) author and curator Brett Abbott relays Phillip Jones 
                                                152	Roland	Barthes.	Pg.	43,	Camera	Lucida:	Reflections	on	Photography.	First	Published	1982	in	Great	Britain	by	Jonathon	Cape.		New	Edition	by	Vintage,	London,	England,	2000.	153		Trish	FitzSimons	in	Australian	Documentary:	History,	Practices	and	Genres,	Cambridge	University	Press,	Port	Melbourne,	(2011)	and	Bill	Nichols	in	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition).	
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Griffiths’ experience of photographing the conflict in and around Danang, 
Vietnam in the late 1960s, and trying to present more than just a record 
of what occurred within his images.  Griffiths wanted to scrutinize and 
comment on what happened within his images to provide a deeper 
context, informing his mainly American audience of why American military 
efforts were failing:   
 
I put together what are, in my case, truthful objective 
pictures, and write captions, and then produce a subjective book 
which tells the story as I experienced it.154 
 
Abbott explains that Griffiths’ approach of presenting photographic images 
with text did not simply show the facts, nor did it stop at an analysis of 
the situation.  Instead it helped describe how the events he photographed 
were often misguided and ineffective (the example image Abbott 
discusses is of an American soldier showing Vietnamese villagers how they 
should bathe a child, Danang, 1967). 155   He discusses the potential of the 
images used out of context, without text, to support American 
propaganda efforts, however, when appropriately understood, show the 
failures of imposing one system over another without a full understanding 
of the situation and culture.156  Griffiths hoped that with his own 
explanation and interpretation of the events contained within the image, 
he might show more of what is happening, more of his subjects’ reality 
                                                154	Phillip	Jones	Griffiths	as	quoted	in	Simon	James’	Vietnam;	The	Truth	As	We	See	It,	RPS	Journal	141,	no.	8	Pgs.	344-347,	cited,	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	155	See	Appendix	9	for	Phillip	Jones	Griffiths’	image	Danang,	1967,	and	accompanying	text.		156	Brett	Abbott,	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	
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and hopefully reduce exploitation of them when his images are 
accompanied by his subjective and analytical textual recounts.157  This 
technique of using objective images and subjective text resonates with me 
— it allows the photographer to show a reality as they see it, and pushes 
an audience towards a more informed and sympathetic reading of what 
has been presented.   
 
ANOTHER WAY OF SEEING 
The methodology I developed and employed allowed me to work with my 
subjects to present what they felt best represented them and their 
environment, not just what I saw.  This meant shooting through their (the 
subject’s) eyes if you will, trying to see what they see when they engage 
in everyday tasks.  I was often immediately drawn to the traces and 
marks of years of living in one place as this captured my imagination and 
interest as an outsider.  For example, I saw the smudged hand-marks 
made by the years of reaching by memory for a light switch, the repeated 
scraping of a chair across a floor that wore down the linoleum to the bare 
floorboards, and the cracks in the walls as the building shifted on its 
footings over time.  These were my punctum moments.  Yet when my 
subjects move about their environment, these traces and marks slide into 
insignificance — they barely register and are all but forgotten by them, 
meaning what I was initially drawn to could not be the only focus in a 
series of images.   
 
                                                157	Brett	Abbott,	Pg.	20.	Engaged	Observers:	Documentary	Photography	since	the	Sixties.	J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	Getty	Publications,	Los	Angeles,	2010.	
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Arguably, just as Griffiths did, I needed to work closely with my subjects, 
photographing their spaces and if possible, finding their punctum 
moments.  Additionally, the parameters for testing my methodology 
meant that whilst I could select and photograph people in small towns in 
decline to show what could be construed as poverty and neglect — the 
greasy hand marks on doors, the worn floors and crumbling walls, it 
would not necessarily be a fair representation of the subjects’ lives in 
these places.  Such photographs may serve to meet some audience’s 
expectations of what they think my subject’s reality should look like; 
however, weighting them in this way would not be a true representation.  
In order to develop a fair approach, an ethical approach, I needed to show 
the subjects’ whole situation, not just provide an isolated image that 
perpetuated a myth or stereotype or became too subjective; Bourke-
White’s notion that one image can lie but a series cannot was especially 
relevant.158  For my own documentary practice, it is better to suggest that 
a series should not lie rather than a series cannot lie.  Allowing an 
audience to make a judgement of a person’s living conditions from 
isolated and carefully selected images of dilapidation would only open 
them up to ridicule, as happened when images and or text from In The 
American West and Let Us Now Praise Famous Men were viewed in 
isolation and out of context (as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3).  If I chose 
to do this, I would be exploiting the subjects for a particular gain to meet 
the expectations of one type of audience.  I would not be showing the 
reality of the situation when reality is central to my documentary 
                                                158	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Notes	and	Appendices	section,	Pg.	453,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	
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photography methodology.159  To counter this, I had to develop an 
aesthetic that would show these traces, yet move beyond them, to show 
that the traces are a part but not all, of their situation. 
 
THE WHAT WAS TO SHOW WHAT IS 
The challenge for me was in photographing the current situation, the here 
and now that inevitably shows traces of what has come before without 
becoming weighed down by the emotion of capturing people’s difficult 
situations.  I found that if I approached photographing my subjects and 
their environment in the manner John Berger so eloquently describes in 
About Looking (1980), using the what was to show the what is, I could 
make successful images.  However, I still had reservations.  Having 
completed a number of fieldwork trips and with an enormous amount of 
research under my belt, one question remained unresolved: how to avoid 
producing a sentimental and nostalgic body of work when I was working 
within a medium steeped in tradition and melancholy?  And more difficult 
still, how could I avoid the pitfalls of producing a body of work overly 
concerned with traces of what was rather than looking at what is?  
Examining In The American West and Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 
(Chapters 2 and 3) served as a starting point, however, as I found out on 
my pilot fieldwork trips,160 there was a danger in developing an aesthetic 
based on what has come before, and in focusing on it, missing the 
opportunity to discover something new.  The additional danger of a 
                                                159	The	idea	of	‘truth’	in	documentary	work	is	discussed	by	(amongst	others)	Trish	FitzSimons	in	Australian	
Documentary:	History,	Practices	and	Genres,	Cambridge	University	Press,	Port	Melbourne,	(2011)	and	Bill	Nichols	in	
Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition).	160	My	pilot	fieldwork	trips	were	to	the	Crookwell/Lachlan	Valley	and	a	distant	family	relative’s	farm	in	Roslyn	NSW,	images	from	this	trip	are	included	in	Appendix	6.	
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documentary project that operates as mine does, with conversation and 
collaboration being central to the photographic encounter, is missing out 
on capturing or recording an event as it happens.  There is, as discussed 
earlier, scope in documentary photography’s methodology to ask a subject 
to recreate what was missed.  However, I felt that to ensure rigour, this 
type of request could only come once a rapport and trust had been built.  
 
Early critical reflection on my process uncovered a key; I was operating 
with a level of self-censorship based on what I thought the subject would 
or would not want shown of themselves.  I was making assumptions 
without actually conducting any tests.  Once I realised this, I could more 
rigorously test my methodology and resulting aesthetic by presenting my 
subjects with a wider range of images and text.  
 
In the Introduction, I briefly touched upon an experience with Sue 
Budworth-West where I first realised this self-censorship was occurring, 
and I’ll expand on it here.  Sue was a great test-case as she was initially 
incredibly reluctant to be included, and I was therefore unsure of what I 
should or should not photograph and record through audio and notes 
when I met with her.  I held back and self-censored by not photographing 
or recording her in any way; we would just chat about our histories and 
interests and I would frequently leave our meetings with thoughts of what 
might have been if I was braver, more assertive and more willing to use 
the time with her for my needs, all of which went against what I was 
hoping to achieve in my documentary methodology.  I could tell Sue 
wanted to be involved, as she would often say that ‘if she was to be part 
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of the project’ and then list a number of caveats — for example, I couldn’t 
photograph her in her home, but she said I should drive past and have a 
look at where she lived:161 “just be careful of the dog, and remember, no 
one comes inside, not even my kids.”  It took several visits until we both 
felt comfortable enough to move beyond these initial limitations.  I began 
photographing her in her work environment, when she drove the school 
bus on the morning run to collect the kids who lived out of town.  In a 
subsequent visit I showed her the images and text I was hoping to include 
in the photobook, Other People’s Lives, unsure about whether or not what 
I had recorded would be what she saw in herself.  Her response was a 
clear marker of a methodology that was successful — I had more than 
met her expectations and portrayed her exactly as she wished to be 
shown.  By shooting what was in front of me and trusting my 
methodology and allowing the subjects to have the final say over what 
was included enabled me to move beyond self-censorship to a true record 
of the encounter.  This still left an aspect of my research unanswered, and 
without disappearing down an existentialist wormhole, I questioned 
whether this was really a true representation of Sue, or a version of how 
she wished to be represented?  How would I ever know without 
conducting a full psychological assessment or an audit of everyone that 
knew her?  In a sense, Sue and her network of friends answered this for 
me.  During the same visit (with the draft images and text), Sue, so 
pleased with how I had captured her, called in her friends and family to 
see the work, with each person telling me I had portrayed her exactly as 
                                                161	See	Appendix	7	for	example	images	of	her	property	–	these	images	were	shot	after	meeting	and	clearing	final	images	with	Sue	in	October	2015.	
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she was.  It was the ringing endorsement of the methodology and 
photographic practice I had been hoping for.  
 
SERIOUSNESS 
Time and kilometres were passing by as I conducted my research.  I was 
beginning to get an understanding of what, where and how I would shoot 
and I was able to show others my successes.  Despite my progress, I still 
had insecurities around my process and from my research into 
documentary practice, the perceived seriousness of photographic-practice 
is something that the likes of Avedon and Evans (and many others) have 
discussed as either adding or taking away from the photographic 
encounter.162  The camera and its perceived value by subjects affects the 
photographic encounter; to arrive at a shoot with a piece of equipment 
the subject themselves may own and use unfortunately undermines the 
perceived seriousness of the project, and therefore the ability to recruit 
and photograph subjects.  With this in mind, I had to evaluate which 
equipment would best suit the project.  I needed something with enough 
flexibility to allow me to shoot in varied and changeable conditions, and if 
Avedon and Evans were to be believed, choosing a camera with an air of 
seriousness was also essential. I would need to allow for fast shooting in 
low light with minimal set-up time and be as unobtrusive as possible.  The 
ability to shoot at very high resolution was essential.  It sounded like an 
impossible order.  However, after writing off medium and large format 
cameras (despite film cameras rating highly in the circles of perceived 
                                                162	Richard	Avedon	speaks	about	this	‘seriousness’	in	the	notes	of	Richard	Avedon.	In	the	American	West.	Abrams,	New	York,	1985,	and	his	choice	to	use	an	8x10”	camera.		Walker	Evans	discusses	how	having	a	‘serious’	camera	enables	him	to	photograph	more	than	he	suggests	he	otherwise	would	have	with	a	smaller	camera	in	Jerry	L	Thompson,	Walker	Evans	at	
Work,	Thames	and	Hudson,	London,	(1982).	
	 104	
seriousness) I chose to work with a Nikon D800.  It was not an easy 
choice.  Using a medium format film camera was familiar and one I 
favoured because of its discreet shutter noise and more methodical 
process, and given the limited amount of film I could carry on any one 
trip, forced me to evaluate every shot.  Large format film and equipment 
is expensive and given the length of time taken to set-up each shot, I 
wondered whether it would change subject’s behaviour, especially if I had 
employed this technique for re-enacting certain events.  In Avedon at 
work: In The American West (2003), Laura Wilson recounts how subjects 
and onlookers changed their behaviour because of Avedon’s camera and 
manner of working: 
 
… Within a few minutes, … the onlookers generally sensed 
the seriousness of the situation.  Dick’s (Richard Avedon) working 
method — with the large camera, the white paper and two 
assistants — commands respect.163 
 
Where Avedon’s process benefited from the seriousness, mine would have 
been hampered by it — the subject going about their daily interactions, 
with me working as though I wasn’t there was only made possible by the 
relatively small and discreet digital SLR camera. 
 
Using with a digital camera had its drawbacks.  The camera I selected is 
relatively noisy compared to other options (the reflex shutter mechanism 
is quite heavy compared to a leaf shutter found in medium and large 
                                                163	Laura	Wilson,	Pg.	28,	Avedon	at	work:	In	The	American	West.	Austin:	University	of	Texas	Press,	2003	
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format cameras), and although robust, is arguably more susceptible to 
knocks and dust than a film camera.  However, the benefits of the Nikon 
D800 over a medium or large format analogue camera include: large and 
relatively cheap storage of images; ability to shoot in all manner of 
lighting conditions without needing to change film; no cost associated with 
purchasing and developing film, and being able to instantly review the 
images made.  It was this last point that I hoped would add to the 
photographic encounter.  Having the option to review the images on my 
computer with my subjects could only improve the feeling of trust and 
collaboration in the photographic encounter.  This was proven when 
working with Oliver Chojnacki and Max Linton-Smith, both of whom were 
very interested in the camera’s workings and the ability to instantly 
review images. 
 
There are also drawbacks to instant review, for example, one might delete 
an image on the fly because the composition was not exactly as imagined, 
or it might appear out of focus on the small LCD screen on the back of the 
camera.  Whereas with film, the temptation to disregard or delete images 
whilst working is removed, and such images may actually lead to a new 
way of photographing and in seeing the subject and their environment.  I 
felt if I resisted the temptation to delete images, and worked in a slow 
manner similar to how I would with a film camera I would minimise the 
risk of missing something that might change and later add to my 
aesthetic.  For the most part, I preferred to edit once I had some time and 
distance from the subject.  I found this process allowed me to work more 
objectively with the images I made; I was further able to separate myself 
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from what I was expecting to see, and deal with what was actually there 
in each image (as a digital file). 
 
Additionally, I made a number of test prints (images were enlarged to 
over 2 metres with very little image degradation) to ensure that the 
selected camera would allow me to make large exhibition prints as well as 
detailed prints for a book, should I so choose.  I selected three fixed 
(prime) lenses, a 35mm, 50mm and 85mm to allow me to shoot in a 
variety of environments, and each lens opened up to a wide F1.8 
permitting fast shutter speeds in low light.  As a matter of consistency and 
to avoid overly complicating the photographic encounter, I utilised 
ambient light where possible, with the intention being to minimise the 
impact of my image making on the subjects — I felt the flash of a strobe 
light would potentially interrupt and alter the encounter.  The only image 
shot with controlled artificial lighting is from the series, Ollie, 
Stockinbingal, 2014, and is included below (Fig. xv.).  
 
 
Fig. xv. Hardy Lohse, from the series, Ollie, Stockinbingal, 2014. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
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The decision to use an artificial light, in this case a Nikon SB900 strobe 
light (portable flash), placed outside and remotely fired through a window 
(to mimic late afternoon sunlight), came as a direct result of being able to 
instantly review images as they were made and to assess what was 
working.  This process also allowed me to work in collaboration with Ollie 
to discuss the desired aesthetic and technical limitations to match what he 
felt best represented him in his environment.  He was the first subject I 
shot with my refined methodology – we worked together over a number of 
visits testing different ways of shooting.   
 
 
ARRIVING AT A SERIES 
To make the series, Ollie, Stockinbingal, 2014, I spent a good deal of time 
with him, taking in and reflecting on what I saw over several visits.164  He 
had a lot of religious iconography around his house and it was important 
to my process to ask him to explain what the icons meant to him.  This 
was done to ascertain whether what I wanted to capture was really what 
he felt best represented him and whether or not they showed part of his 
character.  In the two examples immediately below (Fig. xvi. & Fig. xvii.), 
I have included evidence of religious iconography in the images made, but 
the iconography has a different weighting in each image.  In the first 
photograph, it is the sole focus and in the other, it is noticeable only upon 
closer inspection.  The way these images were shot aims to show what 
Ollie viewed as important and was borne out by conversation and 
collaboration.  The images including the religious iconography were made 
                                                164	Ollie,	or	Oliver	Chojnacki,	was	the	subject	I	was	in	contact	with	most	during	the	course	of	the	project.		We	developed	a	trusting	relationship	that	allowed	me	to	experiment	with	my	aesthetic	and	to	develop	the	chosen	methodology.	
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because of his memories associated with them.  In the first image, a 
certificate of Holy Communion, hanging in a slightly battered frame with 
its stapled edges and peeling corners, may show a time passed that was 
once significant and no longer is.  It may show a lack of care for 
something that another person may hold sacred.  For Ollie it serves as a 
reminder of his son, not just of his son’s first communion.  The memory 
contained is more important than the presentation and preservation of the 
certificate.  In the second image we look across a dining table bearing the 
usual accoutrements: a bowl of fruit, some cups and glasses, some letters 
and other traces of life.  In the background we can see into the bathroom 
courtesy of an open door, and on the back wall of the dining room, we see 
three objects; again all little bits of evidence of Ollie’s life.  One object 
may catch the viewer’s eye more than the other two — a picture of the 
Pope and two crafted wall-hangings — based on what is meaningful to 
them.  For Ollie, the picture of the Pope was in such plain sight that he no 
longer sees it for what it literally contains, it hangs as a reminder of his 
father and his father’s devotion to the Church (which Ollie no longer has a 
connection with).  The iconography, potentially carrying different meaning 
and weight to an outsider, is not relevant to Ollie.  Just like the certificate 
of communion holding a memory of his son, the picture of the Pope 
contains a memory of his father, with little significance of religion for Ollie.  
The decision to photograph them as I did was based on what Ollie had 
told me; one holds much more significance than the other, hence the 
weighting the certificate is given in the image as opposed to the picture of 
the Pope.  Neither piece is kept for any religious devotion; they are both 
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kept for the memories Ollie associates with them rather than the content 
they might signify to an outsider.  
 
 
Fig. xvi. Hardy Lohse, from the series, Ollie, Stockinbingal, 2014. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
 
Fig. xvii. Hardy Lohse, from the series, Ollie, Stockinbingal, 2014. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
 
Meeting and photographing Max Linton Smith,165 a resident of Sunset 
Strip, was initially very different to working with Ollie.  I had visited 
                                                165	Please	see	the	chapter	Max	Linton	Smith	in	Other	People’s	Lives	for	further	examples.	
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Sunset Strip on a number of previous occasions and had even discussed 
with one of the residents the idea that they would help recruit subjects.  
Unfortunately this never materialised and I reverted to my earlier 
technique of knocking on doors and talking to strangers.  On one 
particular visit, the pub was open (‘pub’ is a generous term, it is a bar 
within the community centre that has a licence to open on a limited 
number of days per year) and I was given the tip to talk to Max by one of 
the patrons.   
 
What the fuck do you want?”  It was exactly how the men at 
the bar said he would react... “I suppose you’d better come in 
then.166 
 
Max spent a good deal of time watching AFL (as it was getting close to 
finals season) smoking and drinking and talking, and me just drinking and 
photographing and talking.  I photographed as he watched TV, and with 
long exposures captured him (example image below, Fig xviii) glued to 
what he calls the ‘giggle-box’.  The length of the exposure resulted in Max 
being blurry, but not beyond recognition and given the activity he was 
involved in, I feel the limited amount of movement he made during the 
exposure conveys his fixation with the football.  If we look beyond Max, 
we see a collection of out-dated VHS cassettes, a second TV above the 
functioning one, and a view through to his bedroom, which is sparsely 
furnished with a plastic chair and single bed.  It is this forensic 
investigation that my photographs allow that I think makes them 
                                                166	Excerpt	from	the	photobook	Hardy	Lohse,	Other	People’s	Lives,	self-published,	2016.	
	 111	
successful — the ability to look into each image and read the clues 
contained within them, to observe and learn without a value judgement 
being implied by me (the photographer).  For the rest of the series I 
photographed his clean but tired kitchen, and a little around him as he 
continued watching and chatting, working where he gave me permission.   
 
 
Fig. xviii. Hardy Lohse, from the series, Max Linton Smith, Sunset Strip, September 2015. Digital 
print, dimensions variable. 
 
We shared more conversation over a dinner I cooked and he wanted to 
know more about what I had done and where I had been.  He looked up 
the locations he didn’t know on his map and made knowing noises about 
the ones he did.  We looked through my preliminary shots and he was 
curious to know what other people might think of his place, but said  
 
It’s my place and I like it so it doesn’t matter anyway.  It is 
what it is.    
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Eventually I turned in for the night, sleeping in my van in his driveway (I 
declined the offer of a bed inside for the night due to the haze of cigarette 
smoke) and when I came inside in the morning I found him just rising; 
apparently he had been up all night watching the cricket on pay per view 
TV.  What I didn’t expect was to see him naked on the edge of his bed, 
with pale legs barely touching the floor and his upper body doubled over 
like that of a small broken bird.  In this moment I saw the opposite of the 
man I had met the night before.  In my mind, under the layers of 
clothing, Max possessed the strong body of someone who has had a 
physically demanding life, building, fixing, mending, constructing, shifting 
and moving.  But here he was, frail and naked, free of his bluff and 
bluster.  This was an image I wanted, but I had no idea about how to ask 
Max to stay there naked, whilst I gathered my camera, and in the wintery 
morning light, set up a flash and a soft box.  I let the moment go, too 
afraid of his response at that time to ask for the image.  Over time I 
reflected on my actions and thought that maybe, as the relationship built, 
then I would ask him.  I have also wrestled with the thought that had I 
made this image, would it have been a true reflection of Max?  Perhaps 
this one image would be the lie?  Or perhaps this was just a version of the 
truth, that when presented alongside other images in a series, would help 
tell more about Max.  On a subsequent visit, and on a much hotter day, I 
managed to work up the courage to get a photo of him wearing just his 
torn work shorts.  It was over 35 degrees and he had been preparing a 
surface to pave, his hands and knees were covered in the sandy mixture 
the pavers would sit on.  I asked for a photo, but he said “waist up only”.  
Below is the result, perhaps a little too heavily influenced by Avedon, but 
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perhaps something I can use as a way to get the image I want, a trading 
tool for my next visit.   
 
 
Fig. xix. Hardy Lohse, Max Smith, Sunset Strip, December 2015. Unpublished, Digital print, 
dimensions variable. 
 
 
FEAR OF NOSTALGIA 
Exploring and developing a photographic aesthetic, hoping to avoid 
reproducing or perpetuating a stereotype, or even worse, as Edmund De 
Waal feared, invoking a sense of nostalgia,167 I broadened my research 
base to look at work by contemporary documentary photographers.  
Tobias Zielony, in Trona, The Armpit Of America (2008),168 documented 
teenagers living in the small remote community of Trona in San Bernardo 
County, California.  Trona was once a settlement for people working in the 
                                                167	In	the	preface	of	the	novel	by	Edmund	De	Waal,	The	Hare	With	Amber	Eyes,	London,	Vintage,	2011	(First	published	by	Chatto	&	Windus,	Great	Britain,	2010),	the	author	discusses	that	nostalgia	comes	across	as	‘thin’	–	not	having	the	weight	to	maintain	interest.	168	Tobias	Zielony,	Trona.	Armpit	of	America,	2008.		Catalogues	are	available	through	Spector	Books.	
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chemical industry and is now notorious for its crystal meth labs, with 
Zielony saying that ‘half the town are meth freaks who knock up their 
sisters’.169  Zielony uses a direct and unflattering approach, and through 
his images captures the town's arid and desolate landscapes and the 
teenagers living there who face bleak futures.  His images, shot as though 
he is just beyond earshot of the conversations or not quite accepted or 
included, show his experience as an outsider.   
 
 
Fig. xx. Tobias Zielony, Trona, Ramshackle, 2008. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
                                                169	Taken	from	the	text	included	in	Tobias	Zielony,	Trona.	Armpit	of	America,	2008.		Catalogues	are	available	through	Spector	Books.	
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Fig. xxi. Tobias Zielony, Trona, Telescope Rd. 2008. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
He writes of spending a lengthy period of time there and talks about how 
“…newcomers drive thru (sic) town and their jaws drop open from 
shock.”170  To an extent, I have this same feeling when I arrive in some of 
my chosen fieldwork locations — problems with drugs aren’t as obvious, 
but disinterest in keeping the community alive, or in taking pride in 
                                                170	Taken	from	the	text	included	in	Tobias	Zielony,	Trona.	Armpit	of	America,	2008.		Catalogues	are	available	through	Spector	Books.	
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communal areas gives the impression to outsiders of a place that is all but 
abandoned.  I could choose to focus on the dilapidation of the community 
for my research project, however, it would only serve to denigrate and 
make an obvious statement about my perception of their reality; it would 
be an outsider’s view looking in, without consultation about what actually 
occurs, amounting to an exploitation of a subject.  
 
The American documentary photographer Kirk Crippens, in Mary Elizabeth 
Moves (2009) and Foreclosure (2010),171 manages to work between the 
two larger themes included in my research project — the changes brought 
on by economic decline and the intimacy of a subject’s environment.  In 
Foreclosure (2010), Crippens shows the aftermath of the Global Financial 
Crisis and what it has meant for individuals caught out by the plummeting 
value of the American dollar; he captures businesses and homes in a 
similar manner, devoid of human occupants but each place showing traces 
of a life once lived there.  In Mary Elizabeth Moves (2009) he follows the 
journey of Mary Elizabeth moving from her family home into residential 
care.  In both these projects (and in others by Crippens), we do not see 
the individual, but from the evidence contained within the images we feel 
we come to an understanding of who they are.  
                                                171	For	Mary	Elizabeth	Moves	(2009),	see:		http://www.kirkcrippens.com/gallery.html?gallery=Mary+Elizabeth+Moves&folio=Portfolios&vimeoUserID=&vimeoAlbumID=	and	for	Foreclosure	(2010)	see	http://www.kirkcrippens.com/gallery.html?gallery=The+Great+Recession%3a+Foreclosure%2c+USA&folio=Portfolios&vimeoUserID=&vimeoAlbumID=	cited	4/3/2016	
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Fig. xxii. Kirk Crippens, from the series, Mary Elizabeth Moves. 2009. Digital print, dimensions 
variable. 
 
 
Fig. xxiii. Kirk Crippens, from the series, Mary Elizabeth Moves. 2009. Digital print, dimensions 
variable. 
 
In the two examples (Fig. xxii & Fig xxiii), Crippens photographs the 
subject matter in an objective yet sympathetic manner.  There is no 
judgement in his images they present what is happening (or rather, what 
has occurred); we see the reality of the situation, without a photographer 
overtly taking a side, as I would argue Zielony does in his series Trona, 
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The Armpit Of America (2008).  Crippens’ technique is something I 
reference heavily; not wishing to make a judgement, but still wishing to 
be objective and sympathetic towards my subjects and their environment. 
 
A locally produced body of work constructed around a similar theme, 
smaller rural and regional towns in Australia, is by Trent Parke.  Regarding 
Minutes to Midnight,172 Parke spoke of developing his aesthetic based on 
his idea of the country, with  
 
… a vision of Australia as a dark, mysterious country … 
there’s a way of life in the country that people in the big cities don’t 
really understand, because it is a hard country.  It’s hot.  It’s dusty 
and it’s hard to survive … there’s an amazing wildness to it all.  
Everything is so raw.  There’s a craziness to it.173  
 
This particular body of work is a fiction, one that plays with, and makes 
emotional connections with people’s imaginations.  The project is a true 
document of events that took place, but through his image selection, 
Parke constructed a narrative of an imagined apocalyptic event.  Parke’s 
work is predominately black and white, and he talks about coming to an 
awakening late in his project, that the physicality of colour allows the 
viewer to really feel and smell the images; the viewer is moved to seeing 
the raw physicality of Australia, rather than the emotional side of 
Australia.174  Late in my second year I decided to explore Parke’s vision of 
                                                172	Trent	Parke,	Minutes	to	Midnight	Steidl.	Göttingen,	Germany,	2014	(second	edition).	173	Trent	Parke,	Minutes	to	Midnight	Steidl.	Göttingen,	Germany,	2014	(second	edition).	174	Excerpts	taken	from	http://inmotion.magnumphotos.com/essay/midnight	accessed	24	September	2015	
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Australia and headed to two large regional centres, Broken Hill and 
Lightning Ridge, which have a rich history built around mining and making 
a life through hard and dangerous work.  I chose them as they are places 
so caught up in myth that the 1971 film Wake In Fright175 referenced the 
beer drinking, gambling culture of these towns in its fictionalised story.  It 
presents Australia as a rugged, harsh and unforgiving place, where men 
left to their own devices turn into drunken beasts and life is more or less 
meaningless. 
 
Working in these two locations helped further refine my methodology and 
selection criteria.  Broken Hill and Lightning Ridge were largely 
incompatible, not just because of their size and economics, or because of 
the myths they perpetuated, but also because of the willingness of 
subjects to be involved in the research project with little concern for the 
final presentation.  They were used to being a spectacle, they traded on 
the ideas perpetuated by tourism and cinema.176  Brian McCudden was a 
case-in-point; he ran a small opal business, portraying the idea of a stoic 
battler living on a mine site, when the reality was he lived in town in 
relative comfort.  He played a caricature of himself and revelled in the role 
of mining ‘Lunatic Hill’.  He perpetuated the myth that he was the only 
one crazy enough, stoic enough, to battle against the conditions and eke 
out an existence, which was mostly a fabrication devised to meet tourists’ 
expectations.  He was aware of his constructed reality, but at Lunatic Hill 
it served its purpose and so long as I photographed him in this 
                                                175		Ted	Kotcheff,	Wake	In	Fright,	originally	released	by	Group	W	and	NLT	Productions	in	1971,	35mm	print	film,	re-released	in	2009	by	the	National	Film	&	Sound	Library	Australia.		Duration/format:	108	minutes/DVD.	176	Ted	Kotcheff’s	Wake	In	Fright	(1971),	and	Greg	McLean’s	Wolf	Creek	(2005)	being	but	two	examples.	
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environment he had no concern over what the resulting images would 
look like or be used for. 
 
 
Fig. xxiv. Hardy Lohse, Brian McCudden, Lunatic Hill, (Lightning Ridge) December 2015. Unpublished, 
Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
 
Fig. xxv. Hardy Lohse, Brian McCudden, Lunatic Hill, (Lightning Ridge) December 2015. Unpublished, 
Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
 
	 121	
Athol and Gwen Jenkins were in many ways similar to Brian McCudden in 
how they chose to present themselves to tourists (the outsiders, the 
viewers).  The life they presented was one of battling to make ends meet 
as it not only encouraged prospectors to donate money when fossicking 
through their property in the search for opals, but also met the 
expectations of the tourists that visited them.  Over the course of the 
photographic encounter they revealed that they were quite well off and 
despite their sparse furnishings, led a comfortable life, choosing instead to 
present their lives in this way to trade on the myth of the Aussie battler 
for their own financial gain.   
 
 
Fig. xxvi. Hardy Lohse, from the series Athol and Gwen Jenkins, Kangaroo Hill, (Lightning Ridge) 
December 2015. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
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Fig. xxvii. Hardy Lohse, from the series Athol and Gwen Jenkins, Kangaroo Hill, (Lightning Ridge) 
December 2015. Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
 
Fig. xxviii. Hardy Lohse, Gwen Jenkins, Kangaroo Hill, (Lightning Ridge) December 2015. Digital print, 
dimensions variable. 
 
 
This is not to say they were not genuine or that the life they were living 
was based on deception.  They were incredibly generous in revealing to 
me that by constructing their own image — a brand, they could make a 
living.  Where my methodology came into its own is that through spending 
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time with them I could learn more about their reality.   At Kangaroo Hill in 
Lightning Ridge, Athol, Gwen and I developed a warm rapport and shared 
stories over tea and a show and tell of the various cycling medals Athol 
had won.  We discussed everything from their now defunct animal rescue 
service, to finding asteroids, to how they met and the early years of their 
marriage.  They were delighted to have an audience and someone 
interested in them and their lives.  Working with the two of them enabled 
me to continue to test and refine my methodology.  They were willing 
participants, but very concerned over how they would be shown.  It was 
an unusual predicament to be in and they forced me to reconsider my 
research parameters.   
 
Before meeting Gwen and Athol, I was sure that the size of Lightning 
Ridge and the general willingness of the locals would rule the place out.  I 
thought their willingness to be involved would mean they wouldn’t be 
overly concerned with what or how I photographed, resulting in an 
encounter that wouldn’t support my methodology.  What came as a 
surprise was discovering how concerned they were with what I chose to 
photograph and whether it was consistent with how they chose to present 
themselves in an imagined reality of their own making.  After careful 
reflection I realised that they were in some ways ideal participants; 
willing, yet very aware of the potential effect my portrayal may have on 
their lives.  The images I made are an accurate representation of their 
lives, but this life, their reality, was a fabrication based on what they 
wanted to show others.  
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Wishing to explore the myth of the outback and to continue testing my 
methodology, I visited Broken Hill on a number of occasions.  Despite my 
recent encouraging experience working with Gwen and Athol at Kangaroo 
Hill, each visit to Broken Hill proved to be a failure.  My selection criteria 
ruled the town out through population and relative prosperity alone, 
however, I felt it was an important location to further test the hypothesis 
that with greater time with a subject comes a greater sense of reality.  
The people I encountered were by and large willing to be involved without 
any hesitation, they were used to performing for an audience – after all, 
they traded on tourism.  I was interested to explore further whether 
willing subjects were less likely to be concerned with how they were 
represented in a series of photographs.   
 
To explore this hypothesis, I will discuss meeting and photographing Sue 
Bearman, as we met quite by chance, and the situation presented itself as 
a good test case.  Unlike many of my encounters in smaller towns where I 
was met with distrust and scepticism, Sue saw me walking in her street 
and welcomed me in for tea and pink sponge cake and conversation.  Her 
sister-in-law arrived and the two appeared to revel in having an audience.  
Over a conversation about the town’s history, complete with a guided tour 
of her collection of antique dresses, darker topics surfaced; domestic 
violence and marital rape seemed to have been all too common in the 
lives of these women and their mothers.  I wanted to tell their stories, but 
whilst the women were forthcoming with details in private, they didn’t 
want the conversation to go beyond a mention in this exegesis, even with 
the offer of a pseudonym.  They would allow me to photograph aspects of 
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their lives — the dolls, the dresses, and show surface details, not to show 
them as they really were — strong women with an incredible story of 
survival.  Whilst they both cleared the images I made (selected examples 
included below in Fig. xxix & Fig. xxx), after lengthy discussion an 
agreement was reached that without the inclusion of the accompanying 
story, none of their reality was revealed.  Consequently their series was 
not to be included.  
 
 
Fig. xxix. Hardy Lohse, from the series Sue Bearman, Broken Hill, September 2015. Unpublished, 
Digital print, dimensions variable. 
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Fig. xxx. Hardy Lohse, from the series Sue Bearman, Broken Hill, September 2015. Unpublished, 
Digital print, dimensions variable. 
 
 
PICTURES FROM HOME 
 
Larry Sultan’s Pictures From Home (1992),177 weaves together stills from 
old home movies, transcribed interviews with his parents, family 
snapshots and a mix of archive material and heavily constructed images in 
order to give the sensation of documentary work.  Sultan blurs the 
boundaries between staged and documentary photography, and the line 
between the two becomes increasingly ambiguous as you progress 
through the photobook.  His use of personal narrative and dialogue both 
eradicate and maintain the distance of photographer and subject 
depending on their use and positioning in each chapter.  The resulting 
work provides an apparent snapshot of life, showing us as much of his 
                                                177	Larry	Sultan,	Pictures	From	Home,	Harry	N,	Abrams,	Inc.,	New	York,	USA	1992	republished	by	MACK,	London,	UK,	2017	
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relationship with the subjects and their environment as it does of the 
photographer and subjects (Sultan’s parents).   
 
 
Fig. xxxi. Larry Sultan, Mom in Doorway, from Pictures From Home, 1992. 
 
Sultan’s work fits the documentary genre, despite Pictures From Home 
being almost entirely staged.  In a manner, not that dissimilar to Avedon’s 
In The American West, Sultan is using real people in real environments to 
show what he wants to show — his parent’s lives as it appears to him.  
Just as Avedon carefully selected those whose looks that fit his narrative, 
Sultan reconstructs and stages his parent’s lives to fit his intended 
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narrative.  This reconstructed narrative is his representation of their lives 
based on his observations and experiences both built during the project 
and during his childhood.  Whilst he does not capture life as it unfolds, he 
does capture life as it has happened.   
 
Every few months I visit, loaded down with camera gear and 
ideas for pictures. It takes a day or two for most of these ideas to 
seem strained or foolish and then I’m left with cases of unexposed 
film and a feeling of desperation.178 
 
Sultan was not able to convey the messages he sought through a cinéma 
vérité approach, rather he developed a way of working that allowed him 
to work with his subjects (in this case his parents) in a way that 
effectively produced images that on the surface gives the impression of 
truthful documentary work, but in reality, were highly staged.  As I have 
discussed earlier, there is an assumption from some audiences that 
documentary work, be it still or moving image, will show life as it unfolds 
with little to no additions by the maker.  Untrained audiences often 
wrongly assume this aspect of factual objectivity in documentaries and 
can feel deceived when they discover that some aspects were scripted, or 
reconstructed or entirely fabricated.  In Sultan’s case, he acknowledges 
the constructed nature; the deception of his approach, and uses it to 
great effect.  There is nothing inherently wrong with small deceptions in 
documentary work, as long as audiences are given clues as to what 
aspects are constructed in order to better show the reality of the situation, 
                                                178	Larry	Sultan,	Chapter	1,	page	23,	Pictures	From	Home,	Harry	N,	Abrams,	Inc.,	New	York,	USA	1992	republished	by	MACK,	London,	UK,	2017	
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and also clues as to what is a construction to further a narrative.  Sultan’s 
work may at first glance appear honest, but Sultan acknowledges through 
his inclusion of text, that he is playing with both representation and the 
medium of documentary.  
 
But it’s not me? You’re projecting on me what you want me 
to be.179 
 
It is clear there is scope to explore this mode in future practice, and 
perhaps it is one that may have allowed for subjects such as Sue Bearman 
to feel more at ease with being a part of the project.  However, for this 
research project, the idea of entirely constructing a narrative does not sit 
within the scope of developing an approach to documentary making that 
is as free of the potential for exploitation, abuse and humiliation.  Sultan’s 
approach meant directing his subjects and capturing images of them they 
are not comfortable with:  
 
It doesn’t even look like me.  I hate that picture. …All I know 
is that when you photograph me I feel everything leave me.180 
 
 
  
                                                179	Irving	Sultan,	the	photographer’s	father	and	subject	as	quoted	in	Larry	Sultan,	Pictures	From	Home,	Harry	N,	Abrams,	Inc.,	New	York,	USA	1992	republished	by	MACK,	London,	UK,	2017.	180	Larry	Sultan,	Page	159,	Pictures	From	Home,	Harry	N,	Abrams,	Inc.,	New	York,	USA	1992	republished	by	MACK,	London,	UK,	2017	
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TO PHOTOBOOK OR NOT TO PHOTOBOOK? 
Throughout the early stages of this research project I was fixated on the 
idea that in order to show my work effectively, the images need text, and 
I was sure the best way to do this was in book – photobook – form.  I 
have written on the idea that text is central to the understanding of an 
image, and I felt that James Agee had arrived at a similar conclusion:  
 
… the Photographs are not illustrative.  They, and the text, 
are coequal, mutually independent and fully collaborative.181 
 
I found myself convinced that producing a photobook that included 
recounts of the photographic encounters would be the best way come to 
terms with Agee’s notion: I would marry the two in a more deliberate 
manner than Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.182  I was operating with a 
kind of predetermination of the research project; I was listening to my 
subjects’ stories and shooting while thinking of the presentation of the 
final work in book form and imagining the series and text and how they 
would tell the story.  I was certain that a photobook placed this 
information in a format that allowed the viewer to read as much or as 
little as they wanted with each opening/reading/viewing.  I felt that I was 
presenting what I was seeing and this was as objective as it could be.  
                                                181	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Pg.	[xlvii]	in	the	Preface	of	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	182	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	
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However, in The Photobook: A History VOLUME I (2004),183 Martin Parr 
and Gerry Badger discuss the relationship between photographic image 
and text as it relates to documentary photography, writing that early 
documentary projects, particularly those commissioned around the time of 
the New Deal administration in America, were neither neutral nor 
objective and that,  
 
…such is the ambiguous nature of the photograph, the same 
pictures — perhaps reordered or with alternate captions — could be 
used to support either reform, revolution or the unaltered 
maintenance of the status quo.184  
 
Parr and Badger go on to claim that “such is the veristic power of the 
photograph that it, not the written word, was deemed the great 
persuader.”185  Maybe this process wasn’t as simple as I had initially 
thought?   
 
Without extensive textual analysis, formalist documentary 
runs the risk of giving us little except platitudes … a photograph, no 
                                                183	Martin	Parr	and	Gerry	Badger,	The	Photobook:	A	History	VOLUME	I,	Phaidon,	London,	2004.	184	Martin	Parr	and	Gerry	Badger,	Pg.	118.	The	Photobook:	A	History	VOLUME	I,	Phaidon,	London,	2004.	185	Martin	Parr	and	Gerry	Badger,	Pg.	119.	The	Photobook:	A	History	VOLUME	I,	Phaidon,	London,	2004.	
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matter how formally adroit, tells us nothing of the complex socio-
political forces that brought it (the image) into being.186  
 
Over time my belief in the photobook started to waiver as I began to 
understand more about the narrative found within a series of images, or 
even within one single image.  I began to step away from the concern that 
one image could lie, or that the viewer might see an image out of context; 
that was beyond my control, no matter how tightly I tried to hold on to it.  
At a public lecture held on 19 March 2016 at the National Portrait Gallery 
in Canberra, Australia,187 my hard line approach was softened and the 
idea of the photobook slipped free from my grasp.  Arguments were put 
forward that a narrative is told from the evidence contained within an 
image and the viewer could use their own history and understanding of 
the context to read the images.  This was nothing new to me, and has 
already been discussed at length.  However, there was something else 
that struck a chord.  The way the images were viewed was argued to have 
as much of an impact on viewing as any text that accompanied them.  The 
location they are viewed in, the size of certain images in relation to others 
in a series, putting certain images next to others, this all added to, 
changed, or took away meaning.  It would be ignorant to say this was the 
first time I had heard this, or even that it was the first time I had 
considered presenting images separate from the text (not in book form) 
                                                186	Martin	Parr	and	Gerry	Badger,	Pg.	122.	The	Photobook:	A	History	VOLUME	I,	Phaidon,	London,	2004.	187	Panel	discussion	with	Narelle	Autio,	photographer	and	judge	of	the	National	Photographic	Portrait	Prize	2016;	Hoda	Afshar,	winner	of	the	National	Photographic	Portrait	Prize	2015;	Elizabeth	Looker,	winner	of	the	National	Photographic	
Portrait	Prize	2016,	Penny	Grist,	Assistant	Curator	National	Portrait	Gallery;	and	Gill	Raymond,	Online	Manager	National	Portrait	Gallery.	
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and still be able to tell a story; after all, photographers such as Alex Soth, 
Stephen Shore and William Eggleston188 were instrumental reading 
(viewing) in the development of my project.  Avedon, Evans, Arbus, Lange, 
Soth, Shore, Eggleston and many others frequently present images in 
both book and gallery exhibition form with little to no text, and sometimes 
with limited or no image titles.  But what was it about this one talk that 
shook my resolve and made me feel like I could, or even needed to, 
change from the photobook as the primary viewing space, to images on 
the wall in a gallery as the primary viewing space?  My entire thought 
process was challenged and I was forced to reassess what I thought I had 
sewn up in terms of final presentation.  The idea of image and text being 
co-equal was questioned to the point where I reinterpreted James Agee or 
Susan Sontag’s writing on image and text.  I suddenly felt I needed to 
move beyond what I thought was a fait accompli — allowing my 
methodology to drive not only the aesthetic whilst shooting (which was 
essential), but also how I was planning to exhibit the work, which could be 
completely separated from the methodology.  As per my initial hypothesis, 
I had tested a theory and made documentary images in a way that had 
reduced, and in some cases, entirely removed the potential for 
exploitation and abuse in the subject/photographer relationship.  I had 
worked with my subjects to ensure the final images showed the aspect of 
their reality they wanted shown; but now, for me as the maker, I needed 
to let the images and how I presented them dictate the final part of the 
narrative.  If I did this successfully, the need for text in the exhibition of 
                                                188	For	examples,	please	see	William	Eggleston’s	Guide,	edited	by	John	Szarkowski,	The	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	New	York,	2002;	Stephen	Shore,	American	Surfaces,	New	York,	Phaidon,	2005,	and;	Dyer,	Geoff,	Siri	Engberg,	Alec	Soth,	Bartholomew	Ryan,	August	Kleinzahler,	and	Alec	Soth.	From	Here	to	There:	Alec	Soth's	America.	Ostfildern,	Germany,	Hatje	Cantz,	2010.	
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the work could be reduced to a supporting role.  The images themselves 
would become the primary evidence showing the reality of my subjects’ 
lives.  This was indeed an unexpected revelation — I had found an answer 
to my early musings about whether documentary photography could show 
the reality of living in a small town in decline.  From feedback in 
experimental exhibition hangs I was able to see that I could allow the 
audience to interpret more — to read more into the images.  However, I 
was still conflicted, context is everything to the photographic image, and 
in combination with sensible sequencing, the text included, as foreword, 
caption or afterword, can be used to ensure that a viewer’s reading is the 
‘right’ one.  So how best to ensure the viewer gets the ‘right’ reading?189 
 
Could using scale and an image’s relationship to another have a role?  I 
began by experimenting with scale, layout and the relationship of one 
image to another, building on earlier image making decisions made in 
collaboration with the subjects (see Fig. xxxii below) to test the 
hypothesis.   
 
                                                189	Martin	Parr	and	Gerry	Badger,	Pg.	119.	The	Photobook:	A	History	VOLUME	I,	Phaidon,	London,	2004.	
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Fig. xxxii. Hardy Lohse, install shot from test exhibition, ANU Photo Space Gallery, Acton, April 2016. 
Digital prints, dimensions variable. 
 
I was finding I could better show the importance of the evidence that was 
contained in each image in the subjects’ lives.  In this way the scale and 
the order of the hang extends the photographic encounter beyond subject 
and photographer, to subject, photographer and viewer.190  It allows the 
viewer to build their own narrative from the information contained in the 
images by being permitted to get further into some images than others 
due to scale and image resolution.  In employing a non-traditional hang, a 
salon hang, I could use the information garnered from earlier 
conversations with subjects.  However, the idea of scale was not 
something I had discussed with my subjects and meant I was faced with 
another consideration; would this be discounting their input if I made a 
value judgement over what was important to the narrative?  
                                                190	See	Appendix	8	for	an	example	of	the	early	experimental	exhibition	hang.	
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The final exhibition photobook layout is the result of testing, drafting and 
responding to critical feedback, as well as investigating key documentary 
works both in exhibition and photobook format.  It is clear that using 
lengthy amounts of text runs the risk of unwittingly creating additional 
value judgements, and playing with image size and scale would bring too 
much of my interpretation of the subject’s reality to each series.  
Borrowing from Griffiths, Crippens, Evans and the like, I employed the 
technique of making images as objectively as possible, adding to the 
technique by involving my subjects in each stage of the process, with their 
feedback having the intention of showing their reality as they see it.  After 
much deliberation, I am satisfied that with the subtle use of text, I can 
gently push an audience towards a more sympathetic reading of what I 
experienced and photographed without discounting or dishonouring the 
input of those involved.   
 
I have used this chapter to examine the technical considerations behind 
my methodology, including how I reconciled documenting what was 
before me and how best to show what my subjects saw of their own lives 
— their reality — in a collaborative manner.  I investigated different 
modes of exhibiting my images and accompanying texts, including using 
the photobook as a way to portray the reality of living in small towns in 
decline in Australia.  I considered what photographs represent for viewers, 
taking into account how their mode of display can help or hinder the 
context and the photographer’s intent, serving to either reduce or 
increase the potential for exploitation of subjects.  I resolved that the 
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work I made was photographed as objectively as possible, with the 
accompanying text, being my interpretation of my experience, being 
necessarily subjective.   
 
In the next and final chapter, I discuss my conclusions, stating why my 
methodology, based on building trade and exchange into the photographic 
encounter, is largely successful.  I highlight the unexpected finding of 
potentially opening subjects up to greater exploitation, and question 
whether the potential for exploitation can ever be truly reduced or 
removed in documentary photography, given the nature of display is often 
beyond the photographer’s control.  I return to where the research project 
began, examining Berger’s notion of using experience and social memory 
to come to an understanding of what is being presented in photographic 
images, and reflect on countering Azoulay, Sontag and other’s criticism of 
documentary photography as being a necessarily exploitative process, 
laden with the potential for humiliation and abuse.  
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Chapter 5 – So what Did I Find?  Where 
to From Here? 
 
The person who controls the camera controls us.  And so we 
are outraged to think of photographs taken without our knowledge, 
which may be used in perverted or humiliating ways … the 
photographer is a predator.191  
 
The expanded documentary photography methodology I employed intends 
to remove the subject’s fear of predation, of exploitation, of unwittingly 
being humiliated for the photographer’s gain.  It gives the subject the 
power to control his or her own image and safeguards their privacy.  It 
involves them in the photographic encounter and gives them final say 
over what can or cannot used.  It affords the subject the role of 
determining what is acceptable for a viewer to see of their lives.  In this 
manner, the methodology I propose is successful.  However, unfortunately, 
neither party can control the context in which an image is viewed.  This is 
not a failure of the methodology I tested and employed; rather it is a 
reality that is beyond any image-maker’s reckoning.  The potential for 
exploitation is not just controlled by the subject or the photographer.  
Curators, publishers and institutions dictate the context in which images 
are seen and control what information is displayed alongside them, 
                                                191	Christa	Ludlow,	“The	Gentlest	of	Predations:	Photography	and	Privacy	Laws”	Law	Text	Culture,	Vol.	10,	2006:	135-152.		Cited:	http://search.informit.com.au.virtual.anu.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=327138483593382;res=IELAPA	ISSN:	1322-9060.	10	December	2015.	
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ultimately impacting readings of the works displayed, extending the 
potential for exploitation and abuse to the viewer.  Christa Ludlow 
discusses this predicament in “The gentlest of predations: Photography 
and privacy law”192 (2006), arguing that the significance of an image will 
depend on who created it and for what end.  Ludlow gives the example of 
a photograph of a child in a swimming costume.  Photographed by and for 
the parent, it is an innocent image made of their child, but this same 
image in the hands of a paedophile becomes child pornography.193  The 
risk of exploitation of the subject in a photograph is not solely limited to 
the original intention and its intended audience; unfortunately it is open to 
other uses in other contexts by unknown audiences whose uses for the 
image(s) may be more malicious than what was initially outlined by the 
photographer and agreed to by the subject.  This is true of both In The 
American West194 and Let Us Now Praise Famous Men;195 viewed as a 
complete work, presented with an overview of how and why they were 
created, the potential for exploitation is all but removed.  Viewed in 
isolation, or used out of context, the frailty, the raw nakedness of the 
subjects is every bit as humiliating as the subjects and the makers would 
have feared when making the work.  The same is true of Phillip Jones 
Griffiths’196 images, viewed without context, the intention of the 
photographer can be misconstrued as exploitative.  However, viewed as 
                                                192	Christa	Ludlow,	“The	Gentlest	of	Predations:	Photography	and	Privacy	Laws”	Law	Text	Culture,	Vol.	10,	2006:	135-	193	Ibid	194	Richard	Avedon.	In	the	American	West.	Abrams,	New	York,	1985	195	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	196	Phillip	Jones	Griffiths,	Vietnam	Inc.	Collier	Books,	New	York,	1971.		
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the photographer intended with accompanying explanatory text, the 
potential for exploitation or humiliation is significantly reduced.   
 
The unexpected finding, despite my best intentions, of potentially opening 
subjects up to far greater exploitation than they may have otherwise been 
through a traditional manner, is one I hope photographers employing this 
methodology will take into account.  I found that by building friendships 
with my subjects, they may have opened themselves up to me more than 
they otherwise would have, and through this sense of trust, may have let 
me document more than they would have allowed if I were working in a 
more traditional manner.  Even with the chance to control what is 
ultimately shown of themselves, their trust and friendship may have 
influenced what they ultimately agreed to and how they let me present 
this to an outside audience.  Given this, and the understanding that these 
images could be viewed out of context, I cannot be sure that the risk of 
abuse, exploitation and humiliation of my subjects has been entirely 
removed through the development of a more collaborative approach to 
the photographic encounter.  My fear is that, if anything, the risk may be 
heightened by the trusting relationship built into the methodology.  I 
cannot say for certain that I have progressed beyond what Ariella Azoulay 
sees as a necessarily abusive process, full of the potential for exploitation.  
My conclusion is that whilst I can control part of the process, I cannot 
control the context in which my work is seen. 
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The final exhibited work, Other People’s Lives, and the accompanying 
photobook of the same name, was developed in collaboration with the 
subjects over several visits – in some cases, over a relatively short space 
of time; and in others, sporadic visits over the three years of this PhD.  By 
continually involving subjects in the process and ensuring they had a say 
in every step of the documentary process, the methodology is largely 
successful.   
 
In the first few months of this research project, I envisaged a broad social 
documentary project around small towns in decline in Australia, hoping to 
use the project to make comment about the changes in farming practices 
and the environment and whether or not people had a choice in remaining 
in these towns as they reduced in size to become almost unserviceable.197  
Over time it became evident that this would be beyond the scope of a 
three-year research project.  As my scope and methodology evolved, I 
made the decision to continue working with people in small towns in 
decline, initially as a way to set myself logistical parameters and then as I 
progressed, as a way to test my methodology, documenting the reality of 
other people’s lives in an ethical, collaborative and non-exploitative 
manner. 
 
In my Introduction I spoke of John Berger’s idea of photography being 
able to capture information and evidence in a manner similar to capturing 
                                                197	As	an	example,	Sunset	Strip	in	far-west	NSW	has	lost	access	to	town	water	and	only	has	the	mail	delivered	once	a	week.	
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a memory, stating that the photograph can achieve this by presenting 
“what was and what is”198 all at once.  I said that images provide us with 
a context, drawing on our own experience and social memory to come to 
an understanding of what is being presented.199  I also questioned the 
potential for photographs to create false memories, or at least alternate 
readings, if the context was removed.  In the process of my research 
project, I continually battled with wanting to understand just how much 
reality one could get from a single image.  I have already mentioned  
Margaret Bourke-White’s notion that a single image can lie, a series 
cannot.200  Whilst I do agree with this view, I think it is too rigid or 
idealistic in its understanding.  A series can lie.  Avedon’s In The American 
West, Evans and Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Parke’s Minutes 
to Midnight are not completely fabricated works of fiction, but they are 
works of the maker’s imagining, their understanding of the truth, even if 
they depict real people in real situations.  For my research project, in 
order to be truthful to my subjects, and respectful of their situations, a 
series of images was essential to show more of my subject’s reality.   
 
It is true that we use our own memory and experience to understand what 
is being shown in a photographic image, but if the subject matter is totally 
unknown to us, we need additional information to assist us.  Findings from 
test exhibitions and early showings of the photobook Other People’s Lives 
(2016) indicated that providing a short narrative (a recount of events as 
                                                198	John	Berger,	About	Looking,	Writers	and	Readers	Publishing,	London,	1980.	199	ibid	200	Taken	from	the	Notes	and	Appendices	section,	Pg.	453	of	Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	Praise	Famous	
Men,	Houghton	Mifflin,	Boston.	First	published	1941,	New	Edition,	2001.	
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they occurred according to my own experience) assisted the viewer in 
understanding what I was presenting.  However, from these test exhibits, 
I still wanted to reconcile how viewers of my work would see my subject’s 
reality — what was their interpretation?  The concept was something I 
struggled with and eventually came to the conclusion that the idea is far 
too dependent on each individual and went beyond the scope of my 
research.  I could make an assumption based on feedback from a number 
of viewers, but could never hope to fully understand another’s previous 
experiences that ultimately shaped what they saw and understood in each 
series.  It became clear that whilst each series needed to provide context 
and information about a subject, I still had to leave room for 
interpretation; this is where the size, relative scale and relationship of one 
image to another became important in the final hang.  Any text I included 
would tell the audience what they were seeing, allowing viewers further 
into some images than others, and possibly reducing independent 
interpretations.  My manner of working drew from the tradition of 
documentary practice, borrowing aspects of observational and 
participatory modes to reveal something more complex and personal 
about my subjects’ lives and environments.  The images, combined with 
limited text, show more than simply what was; the traces and pieces of 
evidence contained within each image show a life being lived.201   
 
                                                201	Bill	Nichols,	Chapter	6,	How	Can	We	Differentiate	Among	Documentaries?	Categories,	Models	and	The	Expository	and	
Poetic	Modes	of	Documentary	Film	from	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)	
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As the maker I entered my subjects’ lives through a series of interviews 
and conversations and photographic encounters.  I not only presented 
myself as a documentary photographer, but as someone real and 
interested in their lives.  I was not a detached observer.  I was working in 
collaboration with my subjects.  It was inevitable that in doing this, a 
sense of the documentary maker would come through and the maker’s 
hand would be visible — the photographs would — as Ariella Azoulay 
argues in The Civil Contract of Photography202 (2008), bear the traces of 
the encounter between the photographer and the photographed.  I argue 
that my methodology succeeds in showing more of the reality of a 
subject’s situation than could be gained through a more traditionally 
exploitative approach to documentary photography.  My methodology 
moves beyond the what was, to show what is.  
 
Incorporating trade and exchange is critical to my methodology’s success 
or failure.  Offering something in return to subjects as part of the 
photographic encounter results in a greater willingness to be involved, as 
well as serving to reduce any anxiety surrounding the potential for 
exploitation, abuse or humiliation in how they may be portrayed and later 
presented to an audience.  It would seem an easy exchange to simply 
offer payment as recompense for being involved, however, as discussed in 
Chapters 2 and 3, any payment made to a subject alters the relationship 
between the photographer and the photographed.  Payment undermines 
                                                
202 Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography, Zone Books, New York, 2008.	
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the documentary process and alters the roles from real subject to paid 
actor (even if the subject is untrained):   
 
Their [a subject’s] value resides not in the ways to which 
they disguise or transform their everyday behaviour and personality, 
but in the ways in which their everyday behaviour and personality 
serve the needs of the filmmaker [or in my case, the 
photographer].203 
 
In my own process, showing that I was willing to add to their lives in 
some way (through trade and exchange of labour, food, conversation, 
time, a photograph etc) added to the process and the richness of the 
reality I was able to record.  The time spent with my subjects allowed me 
to develop a rapport, to build trust and to witness behaviours and events 
occurring that simply would not present themselves in one short visit.  
There is no way to conduct a control test for this methodology – every 
subject and situation is different but I am convinced that by increasing 
time with subjects, and giving them opportunities to select and vet images, 
my methodology improves the documentary process and reduces the 
potential for exploitation through an extended photographic encounter.   
 
  
                                                203	Bill	Nichols,	chapter	2,	Pg.	46,	Introduction	to	Documentary,	Indiana	University	Press,	Bloomington,	Indiana	2010	(Second	Edition)		
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Appendix 1 
 
The following are early images made in Portland, NSW in early September 2014. 
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Appendix 2 
 
Excerpt from the Panel Discussion notes held 14 September 1985, full 
transcription is 61 pages and held at the Amon Carter Museum, Fort 
Worth, Texas: 
 
Amon Carter Museum, Fort Worth, Texas 
“In The American West” 
Seminar 
September 14, 1985 
 
Richard Avedon 
Laura Wilson 
Ruedi Hofmann 
David Liittschwager 
 
Page 44: 
 
Question (unknown audience member): 
“Did any of the people you photographed feel exploited in any way?  
Certainly many of your portraits could be considered unflattering.” 
 
Avedon: 
“I can’t speak for the people I photographed.  I don’t know.  I feel there’s 
a very serious moral issue here.  There is in all interviews.  There is in all 
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photography.  There is in any time you present someone’s words, or 
someone’s face and have an opinion about them.  I think if I’m 
photographing an actress or an actor or a politician it’s fair game.  They’re 
in the business of projecting what they want to project…  (Continued page 
45) … and I’m in the business of expressing my thoughts truly, which is 
the responsibility of any creative person to his work.   
 
But I’m sure a great number of the people I photographed for this project 
had expectations of the photograph, and had no idea of what I was doing.  
And they would have a right to feel used.  The only thing I think – I mean 
this worries me a lot.  I think – I hope just that I was true to something 
that they might be able to feel good about.   
 
It’s something I can’t, I wouldn’t be able to work if I didn’t do what I do, 
but at the same time, I don’t feel it’s the best thing you can do in life, use 
someone without telling them the way in which you intend to use them.” 
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Appendix 3 
		
The following is a partial transcript of the meeting held between Richard Avedon, 
Mitchell Wilder (Director of the Amon Carter Museum of American Art at the time 
of the Project), Laura Wilson, Ron Tyler (then Curator) and Martha Sandweiss. 
“Notes from meeting with Avedon – 6 August 1979 (File 17 August ’79)”.  In the 
notes I viewed in person at the Amon Carter Museum, a payment of $25 per 
sitter is discussed, however, the Amon Carter Museum requested I use the 
following abridged version of the transcript with any references to payment or 
budget redacted.  
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Appendix 4 
 
The following are my brief notes from the meeting between Mrs Laura Wilson and 
myself, held 5th of May, 2015 in Dallas, Texas.  The questions and responses are 
indicative only.  The meeting was quite informal and as such, the questions and 
answers followed the normal course of a conversation, often with tangents and 
additional points of clarification finding their way into the more structured 
planned questions.  Additionally, please see a narrative recount of my experience, 
included below in Appendix 5. 
 
 
Example questions (Hardy Lohse): 
(i) The notes held at the Amon Carter Museum make mention of a kind of ‘trade’ 
between subject and photographer, I understand a book and a final image was 
promised to each participant that was part of the final exhibition, was this the 
case? 
 
(ii) In your book, Avedon At Work, you mention Avedon’s fame as being crucial to 
the project.  Are you able to extend on the notion or role of his fame/notoriety in 
getting subjects to consent – or was it simple the ability of yourself, Richard and 
the other assistants to interact with the subjects that enabled this? 
 
(iii) Can you discuss the ideas of trade/exchange and the role of Avedon’s 
celebrity, in being a subject or perhaps in recruiting subjects?  The notes talk 
about how after the project some of the subjects got a kick out of being involved, 
but do you think there was something far greater, or perhaps even far simpler in 
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some subjects agreeing to be involved? And there is also mention of a payment in 
the early planning stages, did this ever eventuate? 
 
(iv) Avedon at times calls this project a ‘work of imagination’ and at other times 
goes almost to the point of calling it documentary in nature.  Do you see the 
images as documentary in nature, or do you see them as something beyond this? 
 
(v) In any of the writing around the project there is always mention of 
exploitation – beyond what is recorded in the notes, was it something that was 
discussed during the project, or even after photographing certain subjects or in 
certain locations? 
 
 
Responses (Mrs Laura Wilson): 
(i) Yes, if you made it to the final, then yes, you got an 8x10 print and a 
book. 
(ii) Fame was a big part of the deal in securing people.  There was very 
few times when someone hadn’t heard of Dick (Richard Avedon).  In 
one place we brought out a copy of a magazine that he was on the 
cover on, and that sold it for us in that case.  But Dick had this 
extraordinary ability to connect with people – everybody ended up 
liking him.  Getting access was a result of my then 25 years of contacts.  
I knew people and found businessmen to be very helpful.  We sold it as 
a way of ‘honouring’ the men who worked within the 
community/industries.  In some places we came up against a lot of 
opposition and it meant meeting with say superintendents, managers 
and convincing each subject individually, which I would often do, Dick 
saw it as a softer way in if I did it.  And then we always could say “He’s 
a world famous photographer!” if nothing else was working.  
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Sometimes we had to photograph people we knew wouldn’t be part of 
it, but that opened the others up. 
(iii) There was no fee paid.  We paid two people in the six years of the 
project.  One was a sick woman – a ‘carni’.  The other was a Navajo 
man.  Fees change the dynamic.  I guess you would say the 
conversation was the exchange – or the book and print for those that 
made it.  But everybody connected with Dick.  Hansel Burrough years 
later remembered all the details of the time he was photographed, and 
perhaps that’s the exchange?  The importance of the photograph to 
them, maybe that’s the trade? 
(iv) Faces were critical – they spoke to what he (Avedon) felt was critical to 
life in the West, and they were real people, in real clothes, living real 
lives, so yes, in a way I would say it is a documentary project. 
(v) There is an imbalance of power in all photography.  I don’t feel they 
disliked the process.  It’s about honouring the work you do as a 
photographer and feeling like you are doing it the best way you can.  
But there was some comments about showing people in a certain way 
was exploitative, but Dick spoke about making work that he felt was 
true to his vision. 
  
	 160	
Appendix 4a 
 
The following is a creative writing exercise/narrative recount of the meeting 
between Mrs Laura Wilson and myself, held 5th of May, 2015 in Dallas, Texas.  I 
have included this as part cathartic process and part as a reflection of the 
encounter between myself and Mrs Laura Wilson that can perhaps go beyond the 
more formal notes. 
 
 
I arrived at 10621 Strait Lane, Dallas, Texas, typically late.  I’d set off early and 
still managed to be in a rush.  Not the start I had hoped for and it did nothing to 
calm my nerves.  I had an impression that Laura Wilson was well to do, but it was 
immediately obvious that Strait Lane was where the fabulously wealthy of Dallas 
lived, and where gardeners and housekeepers couldn’t be counted on one hand.  
And probably not even on two.  I immediately felt out of place and I was only in 
the driveway. 
 
I’d been hoping to meet Mrs Wilson for some time.  I’d sent unanswered email 
after unanswered email until I finally got a response, albeit from a disinterested 
assistant.  After much toing and froing, the two of us made a date where I would 
meet Mrs Wilson.  It seemed very far away when I agreed to it, sitting at a 
computer in Watson, ACT, Australia.  But here I was.  Tuesday the 5th of May, a 
little after 5:37pm sitting in a rental car in her driveway at 10621 Strait Lane, 
Dallas, Texas, the U.S. sweating from the humidity, the rush and the anticipation. 
Laura Wilson had worked with Richard Avedon, and had spent innumerable hours 
in a Chevy Suburban over countless kilometres (I should probably say miles given 
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the location the two of them worked in) helping him make the first edits of his 
seminal work, In The American West.   
 
We made our polite introductions and I thought it best to jog her memory of why 
I was there and what I was hoping to get out of the interaction.  
“Can I get you something to drink?” 
“Thank you, some water would be lovely.” 
“Still or sparkling?  Chilled?” 
 
I sat down in an off-white high-backed chair and tried to compose myself and 
remember the questions I had composed and scratched out and recomposed in 
my notebook.  I found myself thinking, I bet He has been in the same house that 
I am in now.  More than that, He has probably sat in this chair and stared out this 
same window whilst Laura (I kept calling her Mrs Wilson, until she reminded me 
that ‘Laura’ was just fine) fixed them both a drink and she did whatever she 
needed to do in the kitchen, just as she is doing now.  I also thought on why had 
I suddenly elevated him to a Him with a capital ‘H’ and god-like status? 
“What should I call him?  ‘Richard’, ‘Dick’ or ‘Mr Avedon’?” I asked as she came 
back into the room. 
 
Settling herself into her seat, smoothing the lines across her lap, a mild panic 
overtook me; there suddenly seemed to be so many customs that I was unaware 
of.  I looked to her for clues: perfect posture, straight back and high shoulders 
like that of a dancer, a serviette deliberately held between ring and little finger, 
ready to catch any condensation that may dare to sweat its way out from the 
chilled glass of water in her hand, and I became very self conscious of my own 
appearance.  Stained jeans, boots that I should have polished, cleanest but still 
suitcase-wrinkled t-shirt and a slumped posture, serviette placed on one thigh, as 
when she handed it to me I didn’t know what it was for, and glass dripping fat 
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droplets onto my already stained jeans.  For some reason I thought of how 
disappointed my mum would be in me.  But then I remembered that at least I 
had arrived wearing a jacket – and even if it was crumpled from the weeks in my 
suitcase and then being thrown across the backseat of the hire car – I had tried.  
I relaxed a little. 
“Well I called him Dick, but you should, in fact he would insist, that you would call 
him ‘Mr Avedon’.” 
 
Emphasis was placed on ‘you’ and ‘Mister’ and Laura recounted a story of 
someone calling him Richard or Dick or whatever and him taking great offence, 
because this person was so much younger than he, and he felt ‘Mister’ was a title 
that showed respect and acknowledged a certain standing. 
 
No doubt it does.  But when I heard this, combined with the stories the staff at 
the Amon Carter Museum had told me, totally off the record of course, of his true 
nature, I was starting to get a picture of the man that was destroying my earlier 
god-like impressions. 
 
Avedon was someone whose images I have looked upon and lusted after since I 
think I first discovered that there was a thing called ‘photography’ and that it 
existed beyond my mum or my dad poking at me and my brother and sister with 
a camera. 
 
I also learnt from Mrs Wilson, sorry Laura, that he was quite a little man.  She 
didn’t say ‘short’, she said ‘little’ which I think might imply more than just build.  
Maybe she subtly wanted to lend some truth to the rumours of his nature – that 
of a pedantic man that was quite nasty to all but the very wealthy and those in 
real positions of power or influence.   
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I was feeling under awed, Laura’s responses to my questions were formulaic.  I 
could tell that she had little people like me approach her all the time with very 
similar questions, and most of this could be covered off by reading her book, 
Avedon At Work (2003) which covers a lot of the generic information from the 
project. 
 
But I wanted to get deeper and more into the stuff that wasn’t published.  But I 
was also aware that it could be quite rude.  I wanted to know the nitty gritty 
about the recruitment of subjects.  I wanted to know what sort of deal was made, 
what was promised.  I had seen the notes held in the archives and I had seen the 
unfilled promises, but she was a welcoming and gracious host and I didn’t feel 
like I should upset the apple cart too much.  I probed a little further in 
roundabout ways – referring to some of the talks she and Dick, sorry, she and Mr 
Avedon had done in the past where journalists and art critics asked about the 
potential for exploitation of the subjects, the very one-way nature of the 
transaction of the project etc.  Again, all I got were measured, formulaic 
responses.  I pushed harder, less subtle this time.  A crack almost appeared.  I 
could tell there was something there.  I tried again.  The closest I got was the 
response that really she had been responsible for the groundwork, for the 
recruitment, for the finding, sorting, convincing and securing of subjects.  He had 
just pressed the button.  I was getting somewhere.  Suddenly time was up.  She 
had an engagement to get to, which she and her assistant had forewarned me of.   
 
“Do you have everything you need?  I’ll only be an hour, and if you want to 
continue this you can stay and we can pick up when I get back.”   
 
I didn’t think I was going to get anything more from her.  There was a guard up.  
A considered and measured approach, a censored answer to every question.  I 
thanked her for her time and she made sure that I had her personal cell and 
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home phone numbers and that I knew to just contact Lilly again if I needed 
anything.   What else could I get?  I felt a little disappointed by the whole 
interaction, but at the same time, somewhat relieved that it was over.  I had 
enjoyed the chat, and if I’m honest, it probably went exactly the way I pictured it 
– me as a sweaty nervous mess, her as a glamorous older woman holding her 
tongue for fear of giving too much away.  
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Appendix 5 
Copy of the original consent form used for In The American West Project, 
courtesy of the Amon Carter Museum, Fort Worth, Texas. 
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Appendix 6 
 
Selected images from Pilot Fieldwork Trips to Crookwell, Roslyn, and the 
Lachlan Valley area, NSW, May, June and July 2014. 
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Appendix 7 
 
Selected images from visit to Sue Budworth-West’s property, 
Gulargambone, NSW. October 2015. 
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Appendix 8 
 
Image showing an example of the early experimental exhibition hang. 
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Appendix 9 
 
 
 
Phillip Jones Griffiths, Danang, 1967. From the photobook: Phillip Jones Griffiths, 
Vietnam Inc. Collier Books, New York, 1971. 
 
The text that accompanies the images is as follows: 
 
Personal hygiene – particularly that of the Vietnamese – was always a matter of 
great concern to the Americans.  Every American seemed quite convinced the 
people were somehow “unhygienic.”  On the other hand, the Vietnamese, who 
found it necessary to bathe three times a day, could never understand why 
Americans restricted themselves to only daily washing.  The Marine was 
demonstrating to bored mothers how to bathe a child.  One mother realized the 
Marine was using her vegetable dish to stand the boy in and, to the 
embarrassment of the other Marines, grabbed the dish and strode off, cursing 
such disregard for the basics of cleanliness.   
